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ABSTRACT
Miller, John Brian. Becoming Ourselves: A Photo-Narrative Inquiry into Mindfulness in the
Teaching Lives of Urban Educators. Published Doctor of Education dissertation,
University of Northern Colorado, 2021.
This dissertation explored how mindfulness shapes the way educators find meaning and
coherence to their narrative selves amid the complex interlocking contexts in urban
schools. Drawing on the theoretical lens of a narrative concept of self found in MacIntyre and
others, I used a photo-narrative inquiry, observations, and interviews to collect data from the five
participants in this study. I then constructed narrative vignettes that highlighted themes internal
to each participant’s way of storying their teaching lives in urban schools through the lens of
mindfulness. Analysis of participant stories leads to the conclusion that mindfulness is a
grounding for self and a holistic way of perceiving that is expressed as a sense of call to create a
beloved community of learning. This finding has significance in the way it both confirms and
deepens existing literature on mindfulness in the lives of educators, but also in the way it offers a
kind of subversive counter-narrative to the purpose of mindfulness within the story of education
in this country.
Keywords: mindfulness, urban education, narrative self
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Let us settle ourselves, and work and wedge our feet downward through the mud and
slush of opinion, and prejudice, and delusion, and appearance, that alluvion which covers
the globe, through Paris and London, through New York and Boston and Concord,
through church and state, through poetry and philosophy and religion, till we come to the
hard bottom and rocks in place, which we call reality, and say…
--Henry David Thoreau, Walden
Becoming Ourselves: A Story
The seeds of this dissertation project began to sprout through a season of transition from
pastoral ministry back into teaching. Seeking a place to explore vocational questions, I
registered for a series of retreats at Pendle Hill based on the work of Parker Palmer (2009). The
Journey Toward Wholeness retreats provided space for deep listening that led me to apply to a
doctoral program, resign from my pastoral position, and allow a messy strangeness to emerge. I
shed my identity as a Mennonite pastor and reinvented myself as a Spanish teacher at Ferguson
K-8--a high-poverty, urban school in southeastern Pennsylvania.
Stanley Cavell (2013) claims that adult growth requires strangeness and being lost
because we are surrounded by shows, by the din of ideological prophecy, by abstractions from
reality. The words we speak and the lives we lead are not yet our own. We are, in Thoreau’s
language, asleep. Cavell’s (2013) reading of Thoreau, in speaking about the importance of
lostness and strangeness for transformation, echoes the theme of exile in the biblical story. It is
amidst the dry bones of exile that the prophet Ezekiel speaks both to the pain of loss and the
possibility of renewal. Amidst the strangeness of exile comes the possibility of a prophetic
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consciousness and perception alternative to the consciousness and perception of the dominant
culture around us (Brueggemann, 1978). As the writer of Walden puts it: “Not till we are lost do
we begin to find ourselves, and realize where we are and the infinite extent of our relations.”
The journey that led me back into teaching in an urban school was a baptism into
reality. The reality of savage inequalities and injustice has a long history in American schools
(Kozol, 2012). As a monitor at the Kindergarten door, in the mornings I would see some
students arrive at school with neatly-combed hair, clean uniforms and shiny faces despite the
challenges of growing up in a poor neighborhood. Other students arrived with unkempt hair,
unlaundered clothes, and a pre-breakfast snack of Takis or candy.
Ferguson K-8, like many urban schools, is federally designated as a Title I
school. Growing up in poor neighborhoods plagued with food insecurity means that many
students come to school without their basic survival needs being met. As a result, Title 1 schools
provide free and reduced breakfast, lunch, and (for those who participate in after-school
programs) snacks and dinner. Many of my students at Ferguson experienced the trauma that goes
with growing up in acute poverty, amidst neighborhood violence, domestic conflict and parents
or guardians who are aggressive with them, or too busy to connect, or just not attuning to them.
Because many of my students lived in a constant state of low-grade chaos, their brains
and emotional state were impacted by stressors that conditioned their behavior in school (Evans
& Schamberg, 2009; Hedges & Woon, 2011). My students would act out the dysregulation that
was present in their bodies--especially after long weekends or extended vacation days. On top of
everything else, because they attended what was considered a failing school by the standard of
high-stakes testing, their school day was expanded as a part of a strategic recovery plan aimed to
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raise academic performance. Students were expected to be able to pay attention for a longer
period of time than their counterparts in many wealthier, suburban districts.
The research question of this project emerges, in part, from my attempt to work and
wedge my feet downward through the mud and slush of opinion, prejudice, delusion and
appearance--from the alluvion of my white-privileged world. The research question of this
project was formed as I came to the hard, rocky bottom of the American educational system in a
place called Ferguson. My research question was formed as, through doctoral studies and other
life experiences, I began to develop a heightened critical consciousness toward historical patterns
of systemic injustice played out in cycles of socialization in schools and other institutions (Harro,
2000).
My research grows out of my own attempt to be radically present with the intensity of my
experience of teaching in a high-poverty urban school. Mindfulness became a framework and a
practice that allowed me to attend to my own inner experience in what, on a regular basis, felt
like teaching in the eye of the storm. As much as mindfulness helped me cope with the
constraints and possibilities of an urban teaching life as I worked toward impacting educational
outcomes, on a deeper level it also was a way of becoming myself. As the subject of my own
story, my teaching life at Ferguson was my own Walden pond, and mindfulness was a practice
that helped me find integration, coherence, and telos amidst the daily grind of teaching.
This narrative in the previous paragraph provides a glimpse into a way of seeing the
intersection of mindfulness with a teaching life in urban schools. It reveals the significance of
what MacIntyre (2007) calls a narrative concept of self for the way we understand
mindfulness. A narrative approach to understanding experience is rooted in the ontological
belief, predominant in interpretive traditions, that life experience is fundamentally narrative
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(MacIntyre, 2007). With this study I hope to address a gap in the literature on mindfulness in
education by focusing on the subjective experience of mindful teachers in urban K-12 schools. I
am interested in exploring how it is that these teachers story their experience through the
theoretical lens of a narrative concept of self that I find in MacIntyre and others.
Study Rationale
The past decade has witnessed a rapid expansion of interest in mindfulness in educational
settings. Given the roots of mindfulness in its western applications as a means to reduce stress
(Kabat-Zinn, 1990), it is not surprising that much of the research on mindfulness training for
teachers has focused on redressing the problem of teacher stress and burnout by providing
teachers with new coping resources that can lead to stress-reduction, well-being and resiliency.
Preliminary research on mindfulness-based interventions for teachers suggests that mindful
practices for teachers in the workplace are effective in reducing psychological distress and
increasing educator wellness (Klingbeil & Renshaw, 2018).
Along with the focus on anxiety and stress reduction, other research has explored how
mindfulness programs for teachers support the development of teachers’ social and emotional
competencies, which in turn, influence the classroom climate and student outcomes (i.e. Flook et
al., 2013; Schussler et al., 2015; Skinner & Beers, 2016). According to Meiklejohn et al. (2012),
early research results suggest that mindfulness practices can increase teachers’ sense of selfefficacy, as well as their ability to manage classroom behavior and establish and maintain
supportive relationships with students. The emerging literature on mindfulness in education
offers evidence of promising benefits for teachers and students as well as the need for further
research.
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Relatively little research on mindfulness in education has focused on the subjective
experience of educators (Crain et al., 2017). Studies investigating mindfulness-training for
teachers have primarily focused on the relationship between mindfulness practice and certain
outcomes such as classroom performance, relationships with students, or well-being and
resiliency (i.e., Flook et al., 2013; Jennings et al., 2013; Soloway et al., 2011). The literature
suggests a need for further research on mindfulness in education that provides qualitative data
that speaks to the subjective experience of the practitioner in educational settings (Shapiro et al.,
2016).
Given that the subtlety and depth of mindfulness experiences do not easily lend
themselves to quantification, and given that the interplay between subjective and objective are
essential to understanding mindfulness (Shapiro et al., 2016), this study seeks to address the need
for more qualitative data by exploring the way mindful educators perceive and interpret (e.g.,
story) their experience of teaching in urban schools. While other studies have taken a
quantitative approach to understanding the impact on teachers, this study seeks to understand
how mindfulness shapes the stories teachers tell about themselves as teachers and their work in
urban schools. Drawing on MacIntyre’s (2007) narrative concept of selfhood, the purpose of this
study is to shed light on how mindfulness shapes the narrative self of educators and the variety of
ends or goals toward which mindful teachers are moving as they integrate mindfulness into their
teaching lives.
Research Question
This dissertation study sought to answer the following research question:
Q1

How does mindfulness shape the way educators find meaning and coherence to
their narrative selves amid complex interlocking contexts in urban schools?
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With this question I was interested in exploring how mindfulness–as a phenomenon
rooted in a broad soteriological vision of the interconnectedness and transformative possibility of
all things–impacts the way educators contextualize their individual stories in relation to the
interlocking sets of stories in urban K-12 schools--stories related to race, gender, poverty, and
justice. With this question, my aim was to gather data that brings to light how mindful educators
see themselves and their work in urban schools. How does mindfulness shape the way educators
perceive, interpret, and make meaning of their experience teaching in urban K-12 schools? In
other words, I am interested in exploring the narrative quest of teachers who are creating a self at
the intersection of mindfulness and a teaching life in urban schools.
What do I mean by urban schools? My definition and conceptualization of urban schools
includes schools located in large, metropolitan cities as well as smaller cities experiencing some
of the same characteristics and challenges as urban intensive schools (Milner, 2012). These
characteristics and challenges are related to a wide range of student diversity, including racial,
ethnic, religious, language, and socioeconomic; and the amount of resources available in a
school, such as technology and financial structures through federal programs as well as property
taxes (Milner & Lomotey, 2021). The deliberate choice to focus on mindful teachers in urban
schools is influenced by my own experience teaching in urban schools which has heightened my
awareness of structural and systemic inequities (Anyon, 2014; Kozol, 2012), as well as other
challenges that educational researchers and theorists should be on the front lines of interrogating
to inform practice.
My journey as a doctoral student is deeply indebted to the theoretical work done by Jean
Clandinin and Michael Connelly–work which has shed light on the significance of narrative both
as a method of inquiry and as a phenomenon to be studied. As the leading voices on narrative
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inquiry within the field of educational research, they guided me on the path to this project with
statements like this: “We say that people by nature lead storied lives and tell stories of those
lives, whereas narrative researchers describe such lives, collect and tell stories of them, and write
narratives of experience” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004, p. 2). During the embryonic stages of
this dissertation, it was a statement like this that helped me see a path in which I could conduct
research into a phenomenon like mindfulness using an approach grounded in the storied nature of
human lives. The work of Clandinin and Connelly helped spark a vision for what my
dissertation project could be as I began to center the concept of storying in my thinking about
how to conduct qualitative research.
More broadly, I value the way a narrative approach to research methodology aligns with
indigenous, feminist and critical theory standpoints. Phillips et al. (2018), for example, see
storying as a valuable ontological, epistemological and methodological contribution to the
academy across disciplines, arguing that storying research gives voice to the marginalized in the
academy. Having participated in a reading group on Black feminist writers during the summer I
was writing this dissertation, I was particularly cognizant of the way storied identities are shaped
by broader social realities that have accreted in the stories of school and that are experienced in
different ways depending on our positionalities.
My research question is related to how mindfulness influences educators as they
contextualize their narrative selves in relation to interlocking stories in schools. While race,
class, and gender identities are not overtly named as criteria for inclusion or exclusion as
participants in this study, I anticipated that no matter the identities or positionalities my
participants brought to this study, their knowledge of mindfulness in schools would intersect
with social realities related to race, class, and gender (Collins, 2002). My research question and
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research design is structured in such a way so as to allow my participants to define how it is that
they define or contextualize their narrative selves without me imposing a predetermined rubric or
assumption regarding what this looks like.
The concept of storying also carries significant theoretical weight in this study in the way
it draws on a particular philosophical tradition represented in the tradition of MacIntyre, Cavell,
and Thoreau. MacIntyre (2007) sheds light on what I mean by storying when he says: “Human
life is composed of discrete actions which lead nowhere, which have no order; the story-teller
imposes on human events retrospectively an order which they did not have while they were
lived” (p. 214). This philosophical understanding guides the approach of this study in seeing
participant stories as a way of interpreting their experience and imposing a kind of order and
meaning that speaks to the identity and the ends (telos) they are pursuing through a teaching
life. Not only are the narrative vignettes constructed from the data an example of storying with
the participants as a methodological approach, but they are also an attempt to draw out meanings
that are grounded in the philosophical sense of the word storying I find in MacIntyre, Cavell, and
Thoreau.
The philosophical sense of the word storying is grounded very broadly in a narrative
understanding of human experience and, more particularly, in a narrative concept of selfhood
that I find in MacIntyre (2007) and others (i.e., Bateson, 2001; Clandinin & Connelly, 2004;
Holstein & Gubrium, 2000; McAdams, 1993). According to MacIntyre, a narrative concept of
selfhood is rooted in the notion that “I am the subject of a history that is my own and no one
else’s, that has its own particular meaning” (p. 217). MacIntyre’s notion of narrative selfhood
includes another idea that is embedded in my research question when he writes: “The other
aspect of narrative selfhood is correlative: I am not only accountable, I am one who can always
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ask others for an account, who can put others to question. I am part of their story, as they are
part of mine. The narrative of any one life is part of an interlocking set of narratives” (p.
218). But how shall we understand the relationship between contextualized teacher stories and
the complex stories of school? Clandinin and Connelly offer a way to think about this.
Clandinin and Connelly (1996) talk about teachers’ personal practical and professional
knowledge as they are contextualized in the story of school in terms of the narrative categories of
secret, sacred, and cover stories. This tripartite framework provides one way to think about how
educators might find meaning and coherence as they contextualize their own stories within the
interlocking stories of urban schools. Here is how Clandinin and Connelly define these
categories:
Sacred stories: Theory-driven views of practice shared by practitioners, policy makers,
and theoreticians
Secret stories: The lived stories of practice told to other teachers in other places–stories
which unfold within classrooms which, for the most part, are safe places free from
scrutiny
Cover stories: When teachers move out of their classrooms into the out-of-the-classroom
places on the landscape of school, they portray themselves as experts, as certain
characters whose teacher stories fit within the acceptable range of the story of school
being lived in the school
These narrative categories are particularly helpful for researchers who are seeking to uncover a
snapshot of how educators are contextualizing their own story within the complex stories of
school at a particular moment in time. The narrative categories defined by Clandinin and
Connelly above suggest that the way in which teachers contextualize their stories in schools is
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driven by epistemological dilemmas. And so, Clandinin and Connelly assert: “Cover stories
enable teachers whose teacher stories are marginalized by whatever the current story of school is
to continue to practice and to sustain their teacher stories” (p. 25).
As I moved from the proposal stage of this project to the work of data collection in the
field, I was thinking about the narrative categories defined by Clandinin and Connelly (1996)
above. However, perhaps on an intuitive level more than theoretically driven, I wanted to remain
open to the possibility that these narrative categories were not exhaustive. I wanted to remain
open to the possibility that the way my participants contextualized their stories and found
meaning and coherence within the complex stories of school may or may not align with the
categories defined by Clandinin and Connelly. And so as I considered various methodological
approaches for collecting data related to my research question, I saw photo-narrative inquiry as a
promising approach to collecting data that empowered my participants to represent and explain
their own way of contextualizing their stories through their own photos and narratives. In
summary, I saw the arts-based approach of a photo-narrative inquiry as fitting with my
theoretical framework and purpose of uncovering the way mindful teachers contextualize their
stories within the complex interlocking stories in urban K-12 schools.
While I will provide a more detailed overview of the method of this study in Chapter III,
I am choosing photo-narrative inquiry as a method because I believe it will allow me as a
researcher to collect data that represents both the point of view and voice of participants as they
photograph their world and write reflections on the meaning of the photos at the intersection of
mindfulness and urban teaching. Not only will the photo-narrative methodology provide visual
and narrative data that answers my research question, but the literature supports using images
because they can present things that words cannot and can therefore be used as evidence to
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develop and support, or to supplement, written research findings (Rose, 2016). We create an
understanding of who we are by means of the stories we tell and through the images and other
documents about our lives we create (Richardson, 2000).
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Historical Foundations of Mindfulness
Drawing on a narrative concept of selfhood, the purpose of this study is to shed light on
how mindfulness shapes the narrative self of educators and the variety of ends or goals toward
which mindful teachers are moving as they integrate mindfulness into their teaching lives. In
order to situate this study within a broader understanding of mindfulness, the review of literature
that follows will explore both a traditional Buddhist approach as well as a more contemporary
western approach that has gained prominence in recent years in a variety of fields. The ground
covered in this literature review includes a brief sketch of Buddhist conceptualizations of
mindfulness; Western conceptualizations and applications of mindfulness; and mindfulness
applications for educators. My purpose in looking at the historical developments of mindfulness
is to better understand how it has been conceptualized both as a long-term path for spiritual
development rooted in a far-reaching ethical framework and as a utilitarian tool for presentmoment awareness and equanimity. All these elements have implications as we consider
mindfulness as a way of being. In the last section, I focus on how a narrative concept of self
provides a theoretical framework for approaching the research question of this study.
Buddhist Conceptualizations
of Mindfulness
Mindfulness, in the Buddhist tradition, is a practice characterized by the exercise of
“memory and lucid awareness of present happenings” (Bodhi, 2011, p. 25). According to this
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definition, the practice of mindfulness relates to one’s ability to remember past experiences as a
way to facilitate a greater awareness and sense of purpose (Analayo, 2003). The second part of
Bodhi’s definition conceptualizes mindfulness as a lucid awareness of what is occurring within
the phenomenological field in the present moment.
In Buddhist traditions, meditative practice is also rooted in ethical discipline and conductrelated principles such as generosity, patience, loving-kindness, and compassion (Shonin et al.,
2014). Within Buddhism, mindfulness is generally practiced for the primary purpose of longterm spiritual development and the reduction of suffering resulting from attachment and
grasping, rather than psychosomatic symptom relief (Shonin et al., 2013). In other words, the
ultimate purpose and function of mindfulness within the Buddhist tradition is focused on the
elimination of the root causes of suffering by inducing significant and sustainable changes in
one’s cognitive and emotional states, leading to changes in one’s behavioral and psychological
traits (Purser & Milillo, 2015).
This vision of mindfulness rooted in spirituality and ethics is also present in the writings
of Thich Nhat Hanh, a Buddist monk originally from Vietnam who is another key figure in the
growth of mindfulness practice in the United States and Europe. One of the key elements of
Thich Nhat Hanh’s teaching is that mindfulness is not merely a tool or self-help technique, but
rather a kind of “applied ethics” that has the capacity to address the roots of violence and
injustice as well as bring wholeness to individuals, schools, families, and society (Hanh &
Weare, 2017). The far-reaching, soteriological vision found in a Buddhist conceptualization of
mindfulness contrasts with the westernized application of mindfulness which has tended to be
more narrowly focused on attention enhancement, present-moment awareness, and stress
reduction (Purser & Milillo, 2015).
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A Buddhist conceptualization of mindfulness, then, provides an important theoretical and
ethical framework for seeing mindfulness practice as a way of being that is oriented toward
process, wholeness, and the interconnectedness of all things in the human and non-human
world. The Buddhist conceptualization of mindfulness offers a holistic lens that sees the
interconnectedness of all things. It envisions mindfulness practice as being about personal,
communal, and ecological transformation (Macy, 2003). It provides a conceptual lens to
consider as I listen to the stories of mindful educators in urban schools.
Western Conceptualizations and
Applications of Mindfulness
Drawing from Buddhist traditions, Kabat-Zinn (1994) initially defined western
mindfulness-meditation as “paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present
moment, and non-judgmentally” (p. 4). This early definition became one of the most frequently
used in scientific literature to describe the phenomenon of western mindfulness-meditation
(Khoury et al., 2017). Kabat-Zinn (1994) later explains that “mindfulness practice means that we
commit fully in each moment to be present...inviting ourselves to interface with this moment in
full awareness, with the intention to embody as best we can an orientation of calmness,
mindfulness, and equanimity right here and right now” (p. 22).
Other scholars have used Kabat-Zinn’s definition and added other components such as
attention, awareness, intention, attitude, acceptance, non-judgment (Baer, 2003; Brown & Ryan,
2003; Shapiro & Carlson, 2009). Khoury et al. (2017) includes a table which provides nine
definitions of western mindfulness-meditation--many of which imply self-regulation of attention.
Roeser’s (2014) definition helpfully distinguishes between mindfulness as a mental state, a trait,
and a practice.
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Beginning in the late 1970s, Kabat-Zinn implemented mindfulness-based stress reduction
(MBSR) as secular therapeutic intervention (Kabat-Zinn, 1990) with the aim of reducing stress
among patients suffering from medical conditions (Kabat-Zinn, 1982). MBSR programs, which
include mindfulness practices such as the body scan, mindful yoga, and mindful sitting
meditations focusing on breathing, continue up to the present. The growth in the scientific study
of mindfulness with the fields of neuroscience, medicine, psychology, education, and
organizational theory is further indication of interest in mindfulness as a concept within diverse
clinical, social, and educational settings in Western industrialized countries. According to
Google Scholar (2020), the phrase “mindfulness” was found approximately 782 times in
contributions between 1970 and 1980, while the same search yielded 68,400 results between
2000 and 2010, and 203,000 results between 2010-2020.
While the literature on western applications of mindfulness in these diverse social and
educational settings highlights a secular turn from its Buddhist origins, Ergas (2014) sees
mindfulness as part of a broader “subjective turn” in education reflecting a postsecular
age. Critically reflecting on the benefits and liabilities of mindfulness in education as a practice
shaped by its becoming measurable, Ergas suggests a need to move beyond modernistic dualisms
and “normal science” in order to open a broader terrain of inquiry and interpretation. Ergas
points to the work of Pinar and Grumet (1976), Miller (2007), Palmer (1983) and Huebner
(1999) as representative of a “subjective turn” and even “contemplative turn” in education which
opens space for interpreting mindfulness not just in terms of the conventional instrumentalist
approach of “normal science,” but as a means to self-knowledge and socially-engaged
living. This project seeks to extend this trajectory of investigation by examining mindfulness not
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just as a measurable variable impacting educational outcomes, but as a way of becoming
ourselves in the world.
During the proposal stage of this dissertation, I anticipated that my study would draw on
both Eastern and Western ways of conceptualizing mindfulness as a lens for observing and
interacting with the stories of my participants. As I gathered the stories of how mindfulness
interacts with the embodied identities of my participants in their praxis in urban schools,
hospitality emerged as a theme that I began to use to describe what I saw as an overlap between a
kind of Christian ethic of love and a more Eastern Buddhist way of thinking of mindfulness as an
applied ethics. It also was a term that had meaning in relation to the complex realities and
storied histories of gender, race, and poverty in urban schools. What I discovered through the
data was that mindfulness plays a significant role in the way participants position themselves in
relation to their students and welcome into their classrooms the complex storied identities of
their students. Although not originally a part of my literature review, in the final stages of
writing up this report on my research, it seemed important to add a brief treatment of
hospitality.
Mindfulness Applications for Educators
The existing literature on the integration of mindfulness into the lives of teachers
identifies a number of purposes and potential benefits, including: self-care, resilience and
burnout prevention (Flook et al., 2013; Meiklejohn et al., 2012; Schussler et al., 2018; Shapiro et
al., 2016), a means to develop social and emotional competencies that are critical to effective
teaching (Gökhan et al., 2010; Soloway et al., 2011), a means of supporting student and
classroom outcomes (Jennings et al., 2012). The following section highlights common themes
that appear in educational research exploring mindfulness in the lives of teachers.
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Self-Care and Resilience
Teaching is a stressful job. Reviews of research on the causes of stress for teachers
suggest that it stems from many sources, including student functioning and behaviors;
organizational factors; instructional and administrative demands; time and evaluation pressures
in an era of accountability tied to high-stakes testing; and poor working conditions (Chang, 2009;
Gonzalez et al., 2017; Montgomery & Rupp, 2005). Teachers in urban schools report
particularly high levels of stress and low levels of satisfaction (e.g., Camacho & Parham, 2019;
Johnson et al., 2012). The literature suggests that bringing mindfulness into the daily lives of
teachers can help to reduce the wear and tear, burnout, and physical and mental health problems
so prevalent among teachers today.
The results of a study by Flook et al. (2013) suggest that a mindfulness intervention
adapted for educators increases self-compassion, reduces psychological symptoms and burnout,
while increasing effective teacher behavior and reducing attentional bias. Skinner and Beers
(2016) provide a rich scientific account of how mindfulness training for teachers can be helpful
for developing coping strategies for dealing with stress. The developmental model for dealing
with stress presented by Skinner and Beers sheds light on the way in which mindfulness practice
supports teacher growth by encouraging them to rework their appraisal of stressful incidents in
the classroom, especially interactions involving students’ disaffected and disruptive behaviors.
One of the central elements of mindfulness practice is to learn to observe the content of
one’s experience and accept it without judgement or interpretation, as something that simply is.
In this way, mindfulness can play an important role in cultivating attunement--being in touch
with the inner experience of oneself or another--which is a precursor to self-care and selfcompassion (Roeser et al., 2013; Shapiro et al., 2016). Lantieri et al. (2016) deal with the theme
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of stress and resilience in their study of a mindfulness program for schools in New York City
following the traumatic events of 9/11. Soloway (2016), drawing on the results of a qualitative
study that investigated a mindfulness education course offered as an elective to pre-service
teachers, advocates that mindfulness training be included in teacher education programs in
colleges and universities because of the novel and much needed skills developed which are not
usually addressed in typical teacher education programs, such as the art of being present. These
examples show how mindfulness programs for educators have been used to promote self-care
and resiliency in the lives of teachers.
Pedagogical Presence
Not only is mindfulness practice a means of fostering self-care and resilience for
teachers, but studies have shown that mindfulness training cultivates specific professional skills
essential to teaching, such as attention, empathy, emotion regulation, and affect tolerance
(Shapiro et al., 2016). It is widely accepted that successful teaching requires that teachers pay
attention and sustain attention (Marzano, 2007).
Through the cultivation of attention and presence, mindfulness facilitates both a being
mode of mind and also the ability to engage in the doing mode when the moment requires, as
well as to shift attentional focus, capacities that are essential to teaching (e.g., Jennings &
Greenberg, 2009; Roeser et al., 2012). Mindfulness practice cultivates attitudes of acceptance,
letting go, nonattachment, non-striving, non-judging, patience, trust, warmth, friendliness, and
kindness (Kabat-Zinn, 1990)--all which contribute to the establishment of a nurturing
environment in which learning is enhanced.
Mindfulness, because it is not only a meditation practice but also a fundamental way of
perceiving and being, can influence the way educators are present and respond to students
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(Shapiro & Carlson, 2009). Habits that are cultivated through the practice of mindfulness
include tendencies to gather data through all the senses, to be aware of and reflect on experience
in a nonjudgmental manner, to be flexible in problem solving, to regulate emotion, and to attend
to others with empathy and compassion (e.g., Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; National Council for
the Accreditation of Teacher Education, 2006). When teachers allow themselves and their
students to rest in experiences of acceptance and equanimity, they increase the possibility that
these experiences will lead to changes in the brain (Geller & Greenberg, 2012). Research
supporting the impact of mindfulness on attention and presence has found greater cortical
thickness in areas of the brain associated with sustained attention and awareness in practitioners
experienced in mindful meditation, compared to non-meditating participants (Lazar et al.,
2005).
Mindfulness practice also contributes to the ability of teachers to regulate their emotions
and know when to avoid expressing their own emotions (Jennings et al., 2012). The capacity to
cultivate emotional regulation helps teachers to build positive relationships with students as their
calm response in the storm allows them to be an embodiment of balance that their students can
use as an anchor (Shapiro et al., 2016). When teachers fail to attend to what is going on in their
own minds and bodies when responding to students can hamper not only their relationship with
students, but also student academic outcomes (Shen et al., 2015). Mindfulness practice supports
a pedagogical presence that is able to create emotionally supportive classroom climates for
student learning (Briner & Dewberry, 2007; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009).
Hospitality as an Ethic of Love
Liston’s (2016) exploration of mindfulness in education as attentive love provided an
early marker of scholarly work exploring the space within which I saw my own study unfolding.
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Liston’s work on attentive love is both theoretical and practical as it draws on a combination of
philosophical sources, narrative accounts of teachers, and his own experience as a participant and
leader in Courage to Teach/Lead retreats. Both in his approach to gathering data and in his way
of reporting his findings, I saw Liston bringing together various elements that I wanted to be a
part of this study. More significantly, I saw in Liston’s work the possibility of re-framing
mindfulness in ways that did not fit nicely and neatly into the secularized, instrumental
application it had become in the West following the pioneering work of Kabat-Zinn. By drawing
rich sources like Simone Weil, Thomas Keating, Joanna Macy into conversation with
mindfulness in education, Liston is able to offer a description that is about more than the
functioning or equilibrium of the individual. In Liston’s approach, I saw the possibility of
expanding the framing story of mindfulness in education in ways that connected with both
Eastern and Western conceptualizations.
As my own study unfolded, I saw the theme of hospitality emerge in the stories of my
participants’ teaching lives. While this theme intersects with Liston’s idea of mindfulness as
attentive love, hospitality also draws on a rich tradition of Christian ethics and praxis. The
theological meaning of hospitality provides a framework for grounding mindfulness practice in a
way that intersects with the “applied ethics” that Thich Naht Hahn talks about (see Chapter
I). Within the field of Christian ethics, hospitality has been defined in relation to the stranger
(Ogletree, 2003), as a practice of welcome from and with the margins (Pohl, 1995), and as a way
of promoting tolerance and respect for the other (Bretherton, 2004). Because the identities of my
participants intersect with both Christian and Buddhist traditions, it made sense to draw on
hospitality as a way of conceptualizing the overlap that I see between mindfulness practices and
a kind of applied ethics of love.
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A Narrative Concept of Self
In the preceding sections, I have reviewed literature related to mindfulness writ large, and
more specifically related to mindfulness applications for educators. Now, I turn my attention to
a central theoretical framework for this project--a narrative conception of self. In asking how
mindfulness shapes the way educators story their teaching lives in urban schools, I am focusing
this study on discovering how mindfulness and a narrative conception of self intersect for
educators teaching in an urban context. In this section, I will review a number of key sources
that shape the way I am understanding a narrative conception of self.
A narrative concept of selfhood is rooted in the notion that humans, as story-telling
animals, tell stories about our lives in order to create a cohesive sense of identity and meaning
(MacIntyre, 2007). MacIntyre (2007) proposes that the unity of a human life is essentially the
unity of a narrative quest. That narrative quest is represented through actions and practices that
“may justifiably be taken by others to be in the course of living out a story that runs from my
birth to my death; I am the subject of a history that is my own and no one else’s, that has its own
particular meaning” (MacIntyre, 2007, p. 217). In contrast to empiricists such as Locke or Hume
who tried to give an account of personal identity solely in terms of psychological states or
events, MacIntyre argues that the concept of story and the kind of unity of character which a
story requires is needed in order to understand the telos--or of a variety of ends or goals--towards
which we are either moving or failing to move in the present (pp. 215-216).
A narrative approach to understanding self has become influential in the fields of social
psychology and other branches of social sciences and humanities. This way of understanding the
self, narratively, is supported by social commentary and research which are increasingly pointing
to the narrative quality of lives, showing how the storying of the self is actively rendered and

22
locally conditioned (see Bateson, 2001; Denzin, 1989; Richardson, 1990, 1991; Riessman,
1993). Holstein and Gubrium (2000) highlight the challenge of constructing a coherent story of
self (identity) amidst a postmodern condition characterized by diverse and variegated social
patterns. What that means is that construction of the self evolves in a multitude of institutions,
unfolding in a thousand social spaces. And so, amidst these conditions, Holstein and Gubrium
argue that the self is not only something we are, but an object we actively construct and live by
(p. 10).
McAdams (1993), who offers a lifespan developmental theory of how modern people
create identities through narrative, defines identity in terms of a life story. McAdams states: “A
life story is a personal myth that an individual begins working on in late adolescence and young
adulthood in order to provide his or her life with unity and purpose and in order to articulate a
meaningful niche in the psychosocial world” (1993, p. 5). While the idea that narrative identity
is related to a project that extends across the lifespan, my focus in this study draws more on
MacIntyre’s idea of a narrative quest as represented through actions and practices that, through
stories we tell, help humans create meaning and identity in the midst of historical and systemic
contingencies beyond their control.
The concept of self as a narrative quest in the context of other “interlocking sets of
narratives” raises questions and themes that might be explored in the discussion of my research
findings--questions related to freedom, education, and public spaces (Greene, 1988); questions I
find in Thoreau’s appeal, in Walden for example, to the consciousness of personal agency amidst
thoughtless accommodation to a system or submergence in a crowd. Inviting teachers to give an
account, through photos and narrative reflections, of how they experience mindfulness in their
teaching lives in urban schools, is a way to explore the particular meanings and goals (telos) that
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each teacher holds as the subjects of their own stories at the intersection of mindfulness and an
urban teaching life. How do individual teachers find meaning and coherence to their narrative
selves amidst the complexities of the “interlocking set of narratives” in urban schools?
Holstein and Gubrium (2000) provide further insight on the self as a narrative
quest: “The meaning and coherence of a story, and of the self it conveys, are drawn from the
linkages built between what is available to construct personal accounts, the biographical
particularities at hand, and the related work of contextualizing who and what we are” (p.
108). Thus, a narrative conception of self is helpful to the purpose of this project because it
offers a way of exploring not only the biographical particularities of mindful urban educators,
but more importantly, a means to explore how mindful teachers contextualize their individual
stories in relation to the interlocking sets of stories in urban K-12 schools--stories related to race,
poverty, and justice.
The idea that the self is a narrative construct provides a grounding for this study both in
terms of a particular methodological approach as well as a philosophical lens that shapes the
analysis of participant stories. This theoretical perspective leads me to see the narrative and
visual texts of participants as subjective accounts that represent not only perception and
interpretation of experience (methodology) but also a way of storying self (philosophical) and a
teaching life in urban schools through the lens of mindfulness. If MacIntyre’s narrative
conception of self and Holstein and Gubrium’s account of narrative identity in a postmodern
world provide conceptual frameworks for understanding, analyzing and interpreting participant
stories, how does this align with the methodological approach of this study? That is the question
I turn to in the next chapter as I consider how photo-narrative inquiry as a methodology
intersects with a narrative conception of self.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this study was to deepen our understanding of how mindfulness shapes
the way educators find meaning and coherence to their narrative selves amid complex
interlocking contexts in urban schools. A defining feature of qualitative research is that the
researcher strives to describe the meaning of the findings from the perspective of the research
participants (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2018). Given the key theoretical perspective at the heart of
this inquiry--a narrative concept of self--and the focus of the research question on how
mindfulness shapes the way educators story their experience in urban schools, I now turn to
literature which helps to ground the method of this study. First, I will consider how arts-based
research methodologies provide a unique way to get at the perspective of research
participants. Second, I will examine reflexive photography and photo-narrative inquiry as
specific techniques for collecting data related to my research question. Finally, I will outline the
overall research design that will guide the way I set up and conduct this study.
Method
Arts-Based Research Methodologies
During the latter half of the 20th century, a growing number of voices challenged
dominant assumptions about knowledge grounded in the positivist tradition. One early
proponent of arts-based research, Elliot Eisner (1981, 1998, 2001), carefully spelled out
differences between scientific and artistic approaches to qualitative research in educational
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inquiry. Eisner encouraged social scientists to accept artistic ways of knowing and representing
knowledge as complements to science. Barone and Eisner (2011) provide a widely accepted
definition of what constitutes arts-based research: “Arts-based research represents an effort to
explore the potentialities of an approach to representation that is rooted in aesthetic
considerations and that, when it is at its best, culminating in the creation of something close to a
work of art” (p. 1). The inclusion of art forms in the inquiry “provide a special way of coming to
understand something and how it represents what we know about the world” (Free, 2009, p. 1).
At the heart of arts-based inquiry is a radical, politically grounded statement about social
justice and control over the production and dissemination of knowledge (Finley, 2011). Finley
(2011) argues that “in the current historical moment, arts-based researchers have an opportunity
to consciously reject research practices that are implicated in colonialist traditions of objectivity
and that treat production of knowledge as a function of social privilege” (p. 76). Additionally, as
Rose (2016) observes, “images can present things that words cannot and can therefore be used as
evidence to develop and support, or to supplement, written research findings” (p. 326).
Visual research methods have grown in importance over the last 30 years or so (Moss,
2008). This trend in using the visual as a new type of knowledge creation emphasizes the role,
importance, and grounding of the image in society (Cannuscio et al., 2009; Mitchell, 2011;
Thomson, 2008). This approach to research methodology is grounded in various epistemological
approaches such as visual anthropology, visual sociology and visual ethnography that discuss the
analytical readings of visual information (Suominen, 2004).
Reflexive Photography
Reflexive photography is a photo-elicitation technique in which participant-generated
photography is combined with semi-structured interviews (Covert & Koro-Ljungberg,
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2015). Reflexive photography was inspired by the work of Paulo Freire, who with the aid of
‘coded situations’ (either photographs or sketches), invited participants to analyze their own
situations (Schulze, 2007). Participants in this method reflect on their personal experiences and
generate photographic images, which the participants themselves consider best evidence of their
perceptions (Amerson & Livingston, 2014).
One of the key advantages of reflexive photography is its empowering attribute. Freire
found photography to be a useful tool for developing critical dialogue (Burke, 2008). Visual
methodologies allow participants to articulate their emotions and feelings, their way of
interpreting their own lives and social context, further reducing researcher bias when selecting
images. The emphasis of reflexive photography for participants to reflect on their thoughts and
feelings also makes this method suitable to explore more ‘invisible’ social issues (Langmann &
Pick, 2018). Through reflexive photography, participants are able to anchor moral and affective
constructs to the material photographs, which connects closely to the metaphoric power of
photographs (Warren, 2005). Participant-generated images, then, offer another window into
framing metaphors that are part of how participants story their experience. Finally, that
participants have reported a general enjoyment in participating in reflexive photography studies
is supported by my own testing of this method and Hill (2014).
Photo-Narrative Inquiry
Photo-narratives share a common ground with narrative inquiry, which is a type of
qualitative inquiry, in that both focus on retrospective meaning (Chase, 2005). The term story
forms an important component of narrative inquiry, as it provides a central mechanism to
understanding why people choose the things that they do (Ketelle, 2010). Therefore, narrative
inquiry is a form of storytelling, which offers an opportunity to examine a relationship between
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observer and observed (Krieger, 1991). At the center of photo-narrative inquiry lies experience,
which Bach (2007, p. 3) describes as “an undivided and continuous transaction or interaction
between human beings and their environments,” creating different angles of vision and different
stories.
Personal photo-narratives are both sociologically and artistically valuable because they
are shaped by global, social, cultural and historic contexts and communicate group values, social
norms and boundaries of gender, race, and class (Ketelle, 2010; Langmann & Pick,
2018). Photographs invite us to think more deeply about our own reflections of feelings,
becoming an interpreter of them and exploring the different subjectivities and identities (Ketelle,
2010). Every photograph represents the photographer’s choices, hence her interpretation of
reality (Goldstein, 2007).
Narrative Reflection on Photographs
In qualitative research that is grounded in the interpretative paradigm, writing has to be
understood as a specifically situated act within the interpretative process that is continued in the
meaningful reading of the produced text (Langer, 2016; Rath, 2012). Photo-narratives are an
active human process of intention and reflection on photographs in which both participants and
researchers explore and make meaning of experience in visual and narrative ways (Bach,
2007). We create an understanding of who we are by means of the stories we tell and through
the images and other documents about our lives we create (Richardson, 1997, 2000).
Along with photography, the narratives collected are a critical instrument or qualitative
method for understanding how participants story their experience or make sense of reality and
structure events (Spencer, 2011). The narrative texts associated with the images serve to
heighten our understanding and appreciation of how individuals experience social conditions, as
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expressed in their voices and perception (Walker, 2012). Stories that people tell about their lives
represent their meaning making; how they connect and integrate internal and external momentary
experience, how they structure the flow of experience and understand their lives (Josselson,
2011).
Conclusion
Given the broader goal of this project of describing the meaning of the findings from the
perspective of my participants’ ways of storying their teaching lives through the lens of
mindfulness, the literature on reflexive photography and photo-narrative inquiry provides
support for using these techniques to collect data pertinent to my research question and aligned
with the theoretical framework of a narrative conception of self. With this broader
methodological grounding in mind, I now turn to the research design for this study.
Study Design
In order to better understand how mindful educators story their experience of teaching in
urban schools, I recruited five participants who had some training in mindfulness and who seek
to embody a mindful approach to teaching in an urban K-12 school. Participants were asked to
photograph their experience of mindfulness during their teaching life over the course of a week
(see Appendix A). In addition to the reflexive photography, participants wrote brief narrative
reflections on each photograph. Lastly, participant-generated photography and narrative texts
were combined with semi-structured interviews (Covert & Koro-Ljungberg, 2015) as a means
for allowing participants to interpret their own lives and social context, increasing their voice and
authority over both images and interpretation (Lapenta, 2011).
Observations were used to help ground me as a researcher and provide insight into the
context of my participants. The data analysis included iterative participation of the study
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participants to establish the emergent themes. This iterative process was used to construct
narrative portrait vignettes of each participant which include themes that emerge from their way
of storying their teaching life in urban K-12 schools through the lens of mindfulness. The data
analysis seeks to both identify patterns in these themes as well as implicit and explicit elements
in how participant stories shed light on subjective aspects of mindfulness.
The Institutional Review Board at the University of Northern Colorado reviewed and
granted approval to the research design and documents used in the study with special emphasis
on the experience of human participants (see Appendix B). The Institutional Review Board
continued to monitor and review the process until the project was complete and a final report was
received and accepted by my dissertation committee and the graduate school.
Research Context
I recruited participants and collected data for this study in the district where I teach and
have connections--a large district of 11,500 students located in a small-sized city in the
northeastern part of the United States (see Appendix C for recruitment email). Like many urban
schools, the district is characterized by socioeconomic and racial-ethnic diversity. In the student
population of the district, some 60% are Hispanic, 17% are African-American, 13% are White
and nearly 10% are Asian or other ethnicities. Ethnic, cultural and religious diversity is
celebrated on the district website which is accessible in seven different languages. Embracing a
vision of “equity, inclusion and global mindedness',' the district seeks “to prepare students for
life in an interconnected world.”
Another contextual detail should not be overlooked. This study took place during the
Covid-19 pandemic. While it is difficult to assess the full impact of the pandemic on this study, a
few things should be noted. The schools where I conducted fieldwork pivoted to distance
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learning during the last three months of the 2019-20 school year (prior to beginning
fieldwork). The 2020-21 school year continued the distance learning approach for the first
semester before pivoting to in-person instruction five days a week for the second half of the
year. I conducted my fieldwork toward the end of the 2020-21 school year when a concurrent
teaching model asked educators to deliver instruction and support the needs of both “Roomies”
(on-site learners) and “Zoomies” (those joining classes by Zoom). Needless to say, the
challenges of navigating safety protocols, effectively using technologies such as classroom
cameras, and designing lessons that supported on-site and remote learners were immense.
So the pandemic is one contextual reality that should be named. The 2020-21 school year
also followed a summer of unrest in the wake of the killing of George Floyd by a Minnesota
police officer. Massive demonstrations across the country during the summer of 2020 called for
social justice, accountability and reform. As the school year unfolded virtually in the fall, Black
Lives Matter protests gave way to a presidential election that, despite compelling evidence of a
free and fair election, was contested by MAGA supporters who eventually would attempt an
insurrection to overturn the results of the election. This study took place amid the politicization
of masks, Covid vaccinations; amid the interlocking narratives of racial justice and white
supremacy.
Research Participants
This study used criterion sampling in order to best “represent people who have
experienced the phenomenon” (Creswell, 2007, p. 128) under investigation. Two variables made
up the inclusion criteria used for this study. First, participants were selected on the basis of
having participated in a formal training in mindfulness for educators. Second, in addition to
having gone through mindfulness training for educators, all participants currently teach in an
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urban K-12 school. The five participants in this study are Aiyana, Avril, Johanna, and Eshin
who are classroom teachers; and Femi who is a Family Support Resource Specialist (FSRS).
Four are female and one (Eshin) is male. Other details about their background will be included in
the descriptions that follow. The names used here are pseudonyms and place names have also
been changed to protect the anonymity of the participants.
Recruitment
I initiated recruitment of participants through informal conversations with colleagues in
the building where I teach. I asked them to think of any teachers in the building or in the district
who practice mindfulness and seek to integrate mindfulness into their teaching lives. Three
names surfaced through this process (Aiyana, Avril, and Femi) and I followed up by reaching out
to each individual with a face-to-face conversation in which I described my study and asked if
they would be interested in participating. As all three indicated enthusiasm for participating in
my study, I emailed them a link to the screening survey which all three promptly completed (see
Appendix D). Their responses indicated that they met the criteria for inclusion in the study.
Although Femi was not a classroom teacher, she meets the selection criteria for the
following reasons. First of all, her work in school qualifies as educative in the specifically
Deweyan sense of engaging students in a “process of the reconstruction of experience.” And in
this work she is intentional about her use of mindfulness as a support to help students reconstruct
their experience. And so, as I was selecting participants, Femi’s identity as a person of color and
an Orthodox Christian, as well as her role with respect to students, offered a perspective on
mindfulness and storying a teaching life that might be inaccessible to my other participants.
Additionally, there was an element of convenience in selecting her because she works in the
same building where I teach.
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Per the agreement articulated in the memorandum of understanding to conduct research
in the district (see Appendix E), an email was sent out by the coordinator of research for the
district. The email described the purpose of my study and what was being asked of participants.
A fourth participant, Johanna, completed the screening survey that was a part of this district-wide
email blast. I also received two other responses to the screening survey. One of these
respondents worked in the district as a part-time mindfulness instructor for the cyberschool
program. Because her role was part-time and only focused on mindfulness lessons for students, I
decided not to include her in the study. The other respondent worked as an emotional support
teacher in the district, but provided very limited responses to the screening survey. I chose to
include Johanna because she met the criteria of having participated in numerous trainings on
mindfulness for educators and because she would add the perspective of an early childhood
educator.
Wanting to make sure my study of mindfulness practices included a male perspective, I
contacted a consultant to the district who has conducted professional development workshops on
mindfulness for educators over the years. She sent an email reply to my inquiry which included
a list of eight names of teachers who worked in the district and who use mindfulness in their
classrooms. The list included two males, one who taught through the cyberschool program in the
district and another, Eshin, who taught at another middle school in the district. I chose to reach
out to Eshin because of the fact that he taught in a building rather than online making it easier to
compare his perspective to the other participants in the study whose educational roles and
interactions with students are also in a building. Eshin was eager to be a part of my study and
promptly completed the screening survey. His responses indicated that he clearly fit the criteria
for inclusion in my study.
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Once I identified the five participants, I worked to schedule interviews and observations
that were conducive to their schedules. Participants received participant consent forms (see
Appendix F) which they signed and returned to me prior to or at the initial interview. The
participant consent forms outlined the purpose of the study, confidentiality measures, and
explained that they can withdraw at any time during the duration of the study. Participants who
completed the study received a $50 gift card (one participant declined the gift card but completed
the study).
Participant Descriptions
Aiyana. Aiyana, who identifies as White and Native-American, is a 6th Grade
Communication Arts & Social Studies teacher at Walnut Middle School (WMS), a diverse
school of about 500 students in a socio-economically diverse neighborhood. During the time of
my field work, Aiyana was completing her first full year at WMS after transferring to the district
from a large, urban district in the state capital where she spent the first six years of her teaching
career.
Aiyana grew up with an awareness of mindfulness, particularly through the influence of
her Native American mother. Through indigenous perspectives of her Native American cultural
heritage, Aiyana learned the importance of how we present ourselves, how we communicate with
people, and respect for elders. Her mother taught her how to sew her own moccasins and how to
do traditional Native American seed beading, skills that Aiyana has appropriated in starting her
own jewelry business. Talking about her family, Aiyana said: “We love being out in the woods
and kind of unplugging and just like the whole Mother Earth thing and everything being
interconnected and dancing and drum beats.”

34
Aiyana is also a certified 500-hour yoga teacher. Her training at a local yoga and
ayurveda center focused on boundaries, philosophy, mindfulness and meditation, traumainformed yoga, as well as yoga for children and special populations. Aiyana teaches and
practices meditation, mindfulness, pranayama breathing techniques, and yoga asanas daily in her
classroom and in a yoga studio. Among other things, she has taught chair yoga to her urban
middle schoolers and has run a few workshops for urban educators on mindfulness strategies for
teaching.
Avril. Avril is a tattooed, ultra-running, mindfulness practitioner who describes herself as
an “introverted extrovert.” She grew up in a working poor, White family outside of Philadelphia
and calls herself a “total city person.” As a teenager searching for something to ground her
amidst the chaos of her life, she discovered mindfulness meditation by reading Dharma Punx--a
book that appealed to her punk rock, buck the system tastes.
In college she knew she wanted to go into urban education and through the influence of
several key field experience mentors, she saw the potential for how teaching could allow her to
express her personality, enthusiasm and love in an urban classroom. After college Avril applied
to the Peace Corps and to one school district--the urban school district where she did a number of
field experiences during college. When I conducted my field research, Avril was finishing up
her 12th year in the district as an 8th grade Communication Arts at WMS. Avril is a 200 hour
certified yoga teacher where part of her training included mindfulness practices. Avril sits in
mindfulness daily and practices mindfulness while running.
Johanna. Johanna, a White female in her 30s, grew up in neighboring rural and suburban
districts before going to college at a local university. While she wasn’t necessarily planning to
be an urban educator, a lot of the field placements through her undergraduate teacher education
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program were in the nearby city district. During the year after she graduated from college,
Johanna took a couple of long-term substitute positions--including a first grade position with a
very challenging group of students in an urban elementary school. Although she initially had
reservations about teaching in an urban school, over time she has gained confidence in her own
ability to support the needs of students through trauma-informed pedagogical practices. Her own
research as well as district initiatives focused on trauma and mindfulness have helped Johanna
develop a repertoire of skills and practices.
Johanna’s pre-K classroom, one of 20 pre-K classrooms throughout the district, is located
in the basement of Eastside Elementary, an old, brick building near the high school campus. PreK is a needs-based program helping prepare students for kindergarten. As the school year drew
to a close, Johanna was preparing to move to another building for the next couple years while a
major renovation project is completed at Eastside Elementary.
Eshin. Eshin is a White male in his mid-forties who became a teacher in an urban school
district after a first career in corporate publishing in New York City. Eshin traces his journey
with mindfulness back to the “dramatic and very life changing” experience of being in lower
Manhattan on 9/11. Dealing with the impact of that experience, Eshin started going to therapy
and practicing mindfulness. During this time he also began to learn more about Buddhism. He
listened to beat poetry and went to hear the Dalai Lama in Central Park.
When he was laid off from his position as an editor in 2008, finding no other jobs in the
field of publishing and “wanting to live a more purposeful life,” he took out student loans and
completed a post-baccalaureate teacher certification program in southeastern Pennsylvania. After
three years teaching at an alternative school, Eshin accepted his current position as an 8th grade
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Communication Arts teacher at Eastside Middle School. At the time I conducted my field
research, Eshin was completing his ninth year as a teacher.
Femi. Trained as a social worker, Femi began her career at an adoption agency working
in their post-adoption counseling program before transitioning into her current role in
education. Femi was completing her fourth year as the School and Family Resource Specialist
(SFRS) at Walnut Middle School when I conducted my field work. Although she had no
intention of ending up working in any school setting, she quickly discovered that working in an
urban middle school was a good fit--particularly given her training in a therapeutic approach to
trauma and attachment.
Femi was hired along with 20 others to fill the newly created SFRS role throughout the
district. Originally, according to Femi, the SFRS role was created because the mental health
need was so great and it was meant to provide clinical one-on-one therapy, even for students who
did not have insurance. Over time the role evolved as attendance laws changed and the role
became more focused on responding to attendance issues and basic needs. In her role, Femi
collaborates with other members of the guidance team as well as building principals to provide
overall leadership and support in responding to the social-emotional needs of students and
families.
Femi’s therapeutic, holistic, relational approach to working with high-risk students is
grounded in her own mindfulness practices which are rooted in her faith and practice as an
Orthodox Christian in the Coptic (Egyptian) tradition. As a person of color, Femi’s light brown
skin and dark black, curly hair are markers of the Egyptian racial-ethnic and cultural identity
which she celebrates.
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Data Collection
Creswell and Poth (2018) encourage individuals designing qualitative projects to include
new and creative data collection methods that will encourage readers and editors to examine their
studies. Despite problems with innovative approaches, according to Creswell and Poth,
approaches such as the arts-based research method of this project enable researchers to access the
participant’s perception of their experience. Clandinin and Connelly (2004) suggest collecting
field texts through a wide array of sources including autobiographies, journals, researcher field
notes, letters, conversations, interviews, and photographs. Drawing on elements of visual
ethnography (Marion & Crowder, 2013; Pink, 2001) as well as narrative research that includes a
variety of tools for reflection including living stories, metaphorical visual narratives, and digital
archives (see Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007), this project collected data in the following ways: (a)
participant-generated photos (one per day for a week of teaching), (b) brief narrative texts in
which participants reflect on how each photograph represents their experience of mindfulness
while teaching in an urban school, (c) observations, and (d) semi-structured-interviews.
Participant-Generated Photos
Participant-generated photos are used by qualitative researchers to learn from participants
about their lives. Glesne (2016) suggests thinking about participant-created photos as objects
whose stories can be told by the participants in your study. Termed photo-elicitation,
participant-generated photographs can be used to “invoke comments, memory, and discussion”
(Banks, as cited in Glesne, 2016, p. 65). In this project, participants were asked to photograph
their experience of mindfulness in the context of their teaching life over the course of a
week. The protocol for the photo-narrative included the following questions as prompts:
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•

Where do you experience mindfulness in your teaching life?

•

How is mindfulness part of your teaching life?

•

How does mindfulness shape who you are as a teacher?

•

How does mindfulness shape the way you see and interact with your students?

•

How does mindfulness influence your perception of the place where you teach?

Using these questions as a framework, I asked each participant to take one photo per day for one
week. The photographs represent a kind of visual response to the questions, a way of seeing the
world through the lens of a camera that is also a way of telling our own stories (Spence,
1988). Spence (1988) suggests that “once we feel it is safe to proceed we can share our ‘new’
stories with allies, and we can begin to re-image(in)e who we are, both visually and verbally” (p.
214). Photo elicitation is used along with brief narrative reflections by participants as a way of
accessing the perception and interpretation of participant experience as represented in each
photograph. To be clear, the participant-generated photographs collected in this study were used
as a starting point that enabled me to collect interview data from which codes and themes were
developed rather than from the photographs themselves (Langmann & Pick, 2018).
Participant Reflective-Writing
The narrative reflections that accompany each photograph are a way of asking
participants to unfold the relationship between the photograph, experience, and their composition
of a life story within the confines of my chosen study (Langmann & Pick, 2018). As Josselson
(2011) observes: “the stories that people tell about their lives represent their meaning making;
how they connect and integrate the chaos of internal and momentary experience and how they
select what to tell and how they link bits of their experience are all aspects of how they structure
the flow of experience and understand their lives” (p. 224).
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Richardson’s (2000) conception of writing as a method of inquiry suggests that writing
can be an important expression of self-reflexivity in relation to the complexity of embodied and
tacit knowledge represented in photographs. Intertwining visuals and writing is a way of
exploring the perceptions of my participants about mindfulness as they teach in urban K-12
schools. Combining reflective-narratives about the photographs taken is a way of examining the
relationship between the observer and observed (Krieger, 1991); it is a way of exploring with my
participants their angles of vision and the stories they tell to give meaning to their experience
(Bach, 2007). Each participant had the freedom to take a slightly different approach to the
narrative reflection. As such, the form and style of each photo-narrative provides a window into
the embodied and tacit knowledge represented in their photographs.
Observations
In order to better understand the research setting, my participants, and their behavior, I
conducted two participant observations. Glesne (2016) states: “Observations set the stage for
things to discuss, for moving you out of your own assumptions of how things work, and for
understanding the things you are told” (p.77). I conducted observations of my participants in
their teaching context in order to ground myself in the context of the issue under investigation
and also to help me form better interview questions, connected to observed behavior and
interactions (Glesne, 2016). Another reason for conducting participant observations was to
collect field notes that were useful in providing practical depth and detail to the narrative
vignettes I created as I moved from field notes to research texts (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004;
Gubrium & Holstein, 2009).
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Interviews
Anthropologists and sociologists have found photo-elicitation interviews to create a
platform for participants to share their stories (Langmann & Pick, 2018). Using participantgenerated photographs and narratives can be an effective starting point for exploring visual
dimensions for feelings, experiences and understandings of participants that cannot be observed
otherwise (Richard & Lahman, 2015). By using participant-generated photographs in an
interview, participants have the opportunity to comment on them, which actively involves the
participant in the co-creation of knowledge (Bignante, 2010; Woodward, 2008).
During my interviews with each participant, I adapted Kim’s (2016) two-phase interview
protocol as outlined in Table 1. The first interview focused on eliciting participant story-telling
related to their journey with mindfulness as well as how they came to teach in an urban K-12
school. Several months later, I conducted follow-ups with participants to ask questions
specifically pertaining to how they see the relationship between mindfulness and how they
contextualize their various identities within the interlocking stories in urban schools. At each
stage of interviewing participants, the semi-structured interview process allowed me to keep the
goal of open-endedness in mind and as I collected data from which to make inferences about
themes (see Appendix G for interview questions).
Kim (2016) suggests that the phases may or may not occur in a linear fashion, but that the
core purpose in indicating two separate phases in the narrative process is so that both an openended opportunity for storytelling, as well as a more structured opportunity to focus on central
research goals, may occur. The second interview I conducted with each participant took more of
a structured approach as I asked participants to reflect on the visual and narrative texts they
generated through the photo-narrative inquiry. The questions I asked aimed to open up topics
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and allow for respondents to collaboratively construct meaningful answers (Riessman,
1993). This “topic-oriented style of open questioning” served to generate an open-ended
narrative focused on how each participant sees the relationship between mindfulness and their
teaching practice in an urban school.

Table 1
Kim’s (2016) Narrative Interview Process
Phases

Guidelines

Narration

Open-ended
Interviewer interventions restricted to a minimum
Active and competent listening
Pay attention to: sequence, coherence, continuity,
meaningfulness, transformation

Conversation

Semi-structured, in-depth questioning
Introduce additional topics related to research
Ask for elaborations
Use visual aid as needed

Data Analysis
As I moved from gathering data in the field to data analysis, I was guided by an
understanding that narrative analysis is a creative process of organizing data and developing an
analytic scheme that involves collaboration between researcher and participants through a
conceptual framework brought to bear on textual material (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004;
Josselson, 2011). Analysis is aimed at discovering both the themes that unify the story and the
disparate voices that disrupt the main themes (Josselson, 2011). Additionally, after each
participant’s story is understood as well as possible, cross-case analysis may be performed to
discover patterns across individual narrative interview texts or to explore what may create
differences between people in their narrated experiences (Josselson, 2011).
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Seeing narrative inquiry as three-dimensional space (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004)
allowed me to approach the stories of participants as unfolding over time, through relationships
and experiences in different places. Thus, the participant stories in Chapter IV reflect not only
the photo-narrative reflections from a week in their teaching life, but also how they were
introduced to mindfulness, how mindfulness became a part of their teaching lives, and how they
came to teach at an urban school. All these narrative threads are woven together into vignettes
that allow for interpretive analysis of patterns that emerged in the stories of my participants as
they gave voice to their perception of how mindfulness shapes their teaching lives in an urban
school.
Josselson (2011) helpfully explains that hermeneutics as an interpretive endeavor is
concerned with the science of meanings--meanings that emerge from the database of
contextualized photos and stories told by participants to mark and understand their actions and to
construct identity. While each participant story that follows is an attempt to reflect the
perspectives and experiences of the participants in this study, the telling of their stories is also a
way to explore dimensions of mindfulness through the theoretical lens of a narrative conception
of self. The narrative conception of self that I find in MacIntyre and others serves as a kind of
theoretical tool used to analyze the data and report findings. In other words, a key hermeneutical
lens I bring to uncovering meanings that emerge from the database is that of a narrative
conception of self.
While analysis of data is ongoing in narrative research, when I moved from field research
to analyzing the data collected I structured my work in three phases (see Table 2). During the
first phase of analysis, I read over all field texts--field notes from observations, interview
transcripts, and the photo-narratives collected from participants. This step included highlighting
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key sections and writing notes to myself in the margins. A second phase of narrative analysis
involved creating a spreadsheet that contained three columns that included the following headers:
(a) key quotes from field texts, (b) key words and phrases within the quotes, and (c) emergent
themes and more global meanings drawn from the texts. This spreadsheet became a kind of
graphic organizer as I read over all the field texts once again and entered data points into the
coding table. A third phase of narrative analysis was conducted with iterative readings used to
identify that make sensible patterns and enter into a coherent unity. These themes identified
were internal to each participant to allow for a variety of nuanced tellings of the story of
mindfulness as teachers in urban schools.

Table 2
Data Analysis Phases
Phase

Analysis Description

Phase 1

From field texts to interim texts

Phase 2

From interim texts to coding tables (two rounds)

Phase 3

From coding tables to narrative vignettes

The participant stories constructed in Chapter IV provide a rich context for exploring
similarities and differences in the way mindfulness shapes the way teachers find meaning and
coherence to their narrative selves amidst complex interlocking narratives in urban schools. In
addition, the data analysis in conversation with the literature included in Chapter II opens
possibilities for saying something about the intersection of mindfulness and a teaching life in
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urban schools through the conceptual framework of the narrative self as well as both Eastern and
Western conceptualizations of mindfulness.
Trustworthiness
Riessman (1993) emphasized the significant and inherent subjectivity of narrative
accounts which express distinctive points of view rather than objective historical truth. Because
data analysis is an interpretive act, I took several steps to ensure the trustworthiness of my
interpretations. First and foremost, the method of this study ensures that participants were
actively involved in the construction of data (Guba & Lincoln, 1989) so that it authentically
reflects how they structure and give meaning to their experience. Another aspect of the research
design of this study which strengthens its trustworthiness is the triangulation that occurs in this
study through the inclusion of multiple data sources (photographs, reflective-narratives,
interviews, observations). Thirdly, the participant stories incorporate their feedback to interim
interpretive-analytic field texts as a form of member checking (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004;
Glesne, 2016). I solicited participant feedback to working drafts of field texts in order to test my
way of portraying their perspectives in the data representations, analytic categories,
interpretations and conclusions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
While the inherent subjectivity and contextualized nature of qualitative research limit its
full replicability, providing a rich, thick description of the research context enables readers to
better evaluate the transferability of the methods and significance of the findings. Thus, the thick
description included in participant stories is another way of allowing readers to understand the
context and make critical evaluations of how this study may or may not relate to other research
settings (Glesne, 2016).
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Limitations of the Study
Polkinghorne (2007) suggested that common methodological challenges are inherent in
narrative research in two potential areas: (a) the difference in people’s experienced meaning and
their ability to describe this meaning in narrative form and (b) the reliability of the connections
between storied texts and the researcher’s interpretations of those texts. While this limitation is
not totally eliminated in this study, the approach of this study to the phenomenon of mindfulness
in the context of urban education through the theoretical lens of a narrative concept of self seeks
to provide findings that diminish the impact of the areas raised by Polkinghorne. Taking
Polkinghorne’s caution into account, I recognize that the findings of this study may reflect
particularities due to the biographical background of my participants and may not be
generalizable to other contexts where educators are seeking to implement mindfulness
applications in their teaching.
An additional delimitation of this study that is important to note is the decision to focus
on mindful educators in urban K-12 schools. How might the findings of this study have been
different if participants represented not just in urban schools but other places including rural and
suburban districts? While this study may provide insight into how teachers are experiencing and
responding to the unique challenges of teaching in urban schools during the COVID-19
pandemic, the findings of this study may or may not be transferable to other geographical
settings with student populations representing different demographic and socio-economic
variables.
Summary
In light of the need for more research on mindfulness investigating the subjective
experience of educators, this qualitative study seeks to fill in this gap by conducting a photo-
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narrative inquiry that sheds light on how educators perceive, interpret, and make meaning of
their experience of mindfulness in urban schools through their photos and narrative reflections.
The data collected suggests mindfulness shapes the teaching life of urban educators in a variety
of ways that encompass and deepen current understandings found in the literature on
mindfulness for educators. Chapter IV will take up the task of presenting narrative vignettes that
include themes identified in the way each participant stories their teaching life through the lens
of mindfulness. These vignettes provide a rich context for exploring patterns and differences in
how mindfulness colors the way each participant stories their teaching life through the
theoretical lens of a narrative self.
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CHAPTER IV
NARRATIVE VIGNETTES AND FINDINGS
Introduction
Drawing on a narrative concept of selfhood, the purpose of this study is to shed light on
how mindfulness shapes the narrative self of educators and the variety of ends or goals toward
which mindful teachers are moving as they integrate mindfulness into their teaching lives. To
that end, I was guided by the following research question while completing this study:
Q1

How does mindfulness shape the way educators find meaning and coherence to
their narrative selves amid complex interlocking contexts in urban schools?

In order to answer this question, I used photo-narrative inquiry as a method to collect data
representing the point of view and voice of my participants at the intersection of mindfulness and
urban teaching. Richardson (2000) suggests that we create an understanding of who we are by
means of the stories we tell and through the images and other documents we create.
The purpose of this chapter is to present each participant's way of storying their teaching
life in an urban school through the lens of mindfulness. The verb storying carries significant
theoretical weight in this chapter. MacIntyre (2007) sheds light on what I mean by storying when
he says: “Human life is composed of discrete actions which lead nowhere, which have no order;
the story-teller imposes on human events retrospectively an order which they did not have while
they were lived” (p. 214). The vignettes of this chapter present ways that each participant
retrospectively imposes an order on discrete actions at the intersection of mindfulness and a
teaching life in urban schools.
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While I am interested in the discrete actions each participant brings to light in their storytelling related to mindfulness and teaching in urban schools, my research question is focused
more on the narratives themselves as a means of creating a cohesive sense of identity and
meaning. The vignettes that follow are constructed from field texts that bring to light how each
participant perceives, frames, and makes meaning in their teaching life through the lens of
mindfulness. Storying is used throughout to convey the theoretical sense of a narrative
conception of self which illuminates each participant, as the subject of their own story,
positioning themselves in relation to their students, their practice, and the goals of their
lives. Now to the participant stories.
Aiyana’s Story
The learning target for the day’s lesson has to do with the concept of foreshadowing.
After engaging students in a conversation about what they know about the concept, Aiyana
delivers a mini-lecture that centers on watching a section of Finding Nemo and engaging students
in a discussion of foreshadowing from the movie. But teaching and learning are embodied
activities, and so as students are watching the scene, Aiyana pulls her one leg back to stretch out
her thigh as she balances on the other foot by the door. Then she shifts her position to stretch her
arms behind her back.
“I never realized that I had started embodying those things with my kids,” Aiyana notes
(during the first interview) as she points out lotus flower images and Ghandi quotes scattered
around her classroom. The attentiveness to sound, energy, and light; the integration of the
principles and practices of yoga which are centered on body awareness; provide a significant
window into how Aiyana stories her teaching life in her urban, middle school classroom.
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Theme 1: Teaching and Learning
as Embodied Experiences
Figure 4.1 illustrates the connection Aiyana makes between the principles and practices
of yoga and teaching and learning as an embodied practice or experience. The photo-narrative
reflection in Figure 4.1 illustrates how Aiyana stories teaching and learning as an embodied
practice. Not only are yoga movements part of her own embodied teaching presence in the
classroom, but she also regularly leads students through exercises such as box breathing and
chair yoga to help them “to stay active and manage new stressors.”
During our second interview, Aiyana described how she integrates these elements into
her classroom: “Sometimes with the kids, like right when they came from being outside...
(Modeling what she will do): Close your eyes for a minute. Is your heart beating really fast
right now? Is it loud in here? Trying to go through their senses so that they can be inside their
own body instead of being like all these other places.” The principles and practices of yoga help
Aiyana notice what is happening in her own body and in the bodies of her students. This body
awareness helps her notice how she is presenting herself in space, how she is communicating
with students through her facial expressions and the movement of her arms. “To be aware of
how I move my body and how I react to the kids with facial expressions, to be able to reflect on
that or prepare myself mentally to be able to handle the stress totally changes my entire
demeanor with them and my classroom environment,” Aiyana noted.
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Figure 4.1
Aiyana Photo-Narrative Slide 5

Note. Aiyana’s narrative reflection on this photo: Yoga In The Classroom. I have been drawn to
yoga for a long time. This past summer, I became a registered yoga teacher, and I am still
actively continuing my journey. Yogic principles guide my daily life, and traditional practices
like meditation, pranayama, and asanas are now a regular occurrence during my lunch period.
When school was virtual, I led my students through box breathing and chair yoga to help them
stay active and manage new stressors. On the day of this photo, I was asked to lead my
colleagues through yoga practice during professional development. What a gift to be able to
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share this blessing with others! These small successes encourage me to someday start an after
school club for the students.
Theme 1 illustrates the way mindfulness interacts with her embodied presence in the
classroom as a woman of Native American descent. Her mindfulness practices are traditionally
rooted, but they are also a way of performing that identity in a way that authentically realizes it
in the classroom. Aiyana is presenting herself as an exemplar of a way of being in the world that
is hospitable to her students in terms of the fact that she is the Other–in a dominantly White
culture–who needs to have a place at the table in a free and inclusive democratic society. Her
attentiveness to her body, to how she reacts to kids with facial expressions, to preparing herself
mentally for teaching all are a way her praxis is hospitable to her students and they have a place
at the table as well. The background music she plays throughout a lesson, the yoga exercises, the
lotus flower image on the walls of her classroom all ways she sets a table for learning that brings
together her embodied identity as well as her commitment to create a space that is welcoming for
her students' embodied identities.
Theme 2: Mindful Communication As
Self-Aware Response to Students
Stepping into her first classroom in the dilapidated middle school building on Allison
Hill, Aiyana knew what she had to offer as far as her cultural background and as far as her ideas
about the child-adult relationship, but she soon learned that her ideals would be tested. “All they
really teach you in college is about planning your space, but they don’t talk about the energy
your space brings.” Along with the research she did into calming music and sound therapy, three
or four years into her teaching career she says, “I also started to actively change.” She started to
change her language. She started working with a coach. She elaborates:
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I play my music and everything and I try to set my classroom environment, but I’m also
very aware of the language I’m using with the kids. I shouldn’t be a classroom
management issue. I think a lot of teachers are when they escalate the problem or raise
their voice or use words that upset kids. That causes more of a problem than if they
would take a step back, take a deep breath, and reframe their language. That has been all
the difference for me.
This excerpt illustrates how mindfulness shapes the way Aiyana sees herself in relation to her
students as part of an organic whole. The idea that communicating respectfully, once again,
grows out the practices and principles of mindfulness but also her own Native American
heritage. Aiyana reflected, “Mindfulness is something that I guess my family is very aware of. I
don’t know if we’ve always had a word for it, but my mother is very traditional, she’s Native
American, and my dad is White so even our families together, there’s a lot of communicating
and being aware of how we present ourselves and how we communicate with people.”
During my time in Aiyana’s classroom, I observed her putting this respectful, self-aware
approach to communicating with her students. In response to a student sleeping in the back of
the room rather than following along with a reading, Aiyana moves to the student and learns that
her iPad is dead. Without hesitation or any visible emotional reaction, Aiyana hands her a
hardcopy of the book and prompts her where they are in the text. Rather than shouting across the
room (“unless it’s a safety issue”), Aiyana redirects student behavior by approaching them to
have a private conversation. “I’ve learned to quit taking it personally. I know that it’s
something they’re dealing with and my reaction is going to cause just as much of an influence as
what they’re doing.” For Aiyana, the principle behind this approach to self-aware
communication is respect for everyone.

53
Theme 3: Mindfulness as Non-Judgmental
Place-Consciousness
In the photo-narrative “Best Version of Myself” (see Figure 4.2). Aiyana describes a
morning drive to work in which she is listening to the Gayatri Mantra and taking in the sights.
She drives directly through the community where most of her students live. The chanting
meditation allows her to be in a positive mindset as she takes everything in. She says, “That
really helps me to set the stage for (the day) and to realize that some of the kids might live in a
not so great part of town, but that’s their life. That’s what they know.”
Aiyana’s photo-narrative reflection in Figure 4.2 connects with Thich Nhat Hanh’s
teaching that mindfulness is not merely a tool or a self-help technique, but rather a kind of
“applied ethics” that has the capacity to address the roots of violence and injustice as well as
bring wholeness to individuals, schools, families, and society (Hanh & Weare, 2017). For
Aiyana, becoming the best version of herself has to do with meditation, but it also has to do with
seeing a connection between her teaching life and the neighborhoods where her students
live. This photo-narrative reflection is an instance of how Aiyana stories her teaching life
through the lens of mindfulness in a way that consciously connects with the places her students
live.
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Figure 4.2
Aiyana Photo-Narrative Slide 3

Note. Best Version Of Myself. On my car’s dashboard, I have a little card that reminds me to
“Be the best version of [myself].” My boyfriend reminds me of this phrase frequently, and I have
chosen to place it on my dashboard, my bathroom mirror, in my wallet, my laptop desktop, my
cell phone screen, etc. When I see it, it motivates me to stop, think, and be the best person or
teacher I can be. Part of being the best version of myself is clearing my head with music, positive
affirmations, or on this particular morning, the Gayatri Mantra, on the way to work while taking
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in sights from the community so that I am in the right mindset for myself and my students and
colleagues.
When Aiyana told me about her journey to becoming a teacher in an urban school, she
talked about coming from a family devoted to public service. This commitment to public service
led her to take her first teaching job in a rough neighborhood in the state capital. In this
challenging context, mindfulness guided her approach as a teacher. Consciousness of place was
expressed when she personally fed children, dried their clothes with a hair dryer because they
had to walk to school in the rain, took knives from their hands, and paid for their dance tickets or
field trips because they didn’t have the money. While these actions may or may not have been
motivated by a desire to impact educational outcomes, they reflect an applied ethics that,
according to Buddhist mindfulness guru Thich Nhat Hanh, have the capacity to address the roots
of violence and injustice.
Non-judgmental place-consciousness is also present in the image of the lotus flower
which is everywhere in Aiyana’s classroom. Just as the lotus flower grows out of the mud,
Aiyana wants to create an environment “where kids feel safe enough to be their own best version
of themselves.” Mindfulness helps Aiyana story her teaching life in an urban school with an
acute awareness of poverty issues that impact the lives of her students. “One thing I think that
every urban educator should do as a piece of their mindfulness journey is do either a poverty
simulation or something of the like. That was one of the most eye-opening experiences I've ever
had.” Non-judgmental, place consciousness is a critical awareness of how the lives of her
students are complicated. “My kids are more than just a body. They have a whole backpack full
of stuff they are bringing with them. And that really helps me every day.”
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Reflections on Aiyana’s Story
Mindfulness interacts with Aiyana’s embodied presence in the classroom as a woman of
Native American descent as she approaches teaching and learning as embodied activities, as she
attends to her own facial expressions and reactions to students, as she prepares herself and her
classroom as a hospitable space for her students to bring their own embodied identities. Yoga
and other mindfulness practices are not merely an external object or tool Aiyana picks up to
effect some kind of change. Mindfulness is, in fact, a way of embodying who she is and wants to
be with her students.
Because mindfulness interacts with Aiyana’s embodied presence in the classroom, her
praxis has coherence and meaning in terms of her narrative self. The narrative self she embodies
in her teaching praxis is three-dimensional–shaped through time, place, and relationships. Her
mindfulness practice is rooted in her own narrative history as a person of Native American
descent, but it is also a way that she performs her identity weaving in the principles and practices
of Yoga which become a part of the culture of her classroom. As she does this, she invites her
students into a larger story of meaning–a story that is about becoming ourselves (in all our
diversity) in a way that respects a larger circle of being. This is the deeper context of her
classroom that is expressed as mindfulness interacts with her embodied identity. Mindfulness
helps Aiyana weave her story as an educator together with a larger story–a story about love and
justice within an interconnected web of relationships that connects her classroom with a
community of belonging within the circle of elders who have taught her how to respect herself,
others, and the Earth.
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Avril’s Story
Avril discovered mindfulness by reading a book called Dharma Punx as a teenager. The
book appealed to her because it explained mindfulness meditation in a way that spoke to her
punk rock, “bucking the system” sensibilities. “I was really searching for something to ground
me,” she recalls, “So when I read the book, I was like holy crap, this is it, this is cool. I can be in
the moment, even though my life is total and complete chaos at all times.” Mindfulness became
a way of grounding self in the moment amidst the chaos and unpredictability of Avril’s home life
as a teenager.
Theme 1: Mindfulness as a
Grounding for Self
The idea of mindfulness as a way of grounding self would carry through once Avril
became a teacher. Several of Avril’s photo-narrative reflections represent mindfulness as a way
of grounding self in space and time. The photo-narrative for Monday (see Figure 4.3) describes
how starting the day with mindfulness is a way of grounding herself for the day. Avril expresses
that mindfulness (usually in the form of movement) is imperative to her mental health. The
literature clearly shows the benefits of mindfulness for managing the stress of a teaching life.
When Avril goes out for a run in the morning she experiences the beauty of nature through the
changing seasons. This practice helps to ground her for a day in which she will encounter any
number of unpredictable situations and stimuli.
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Figure 4.3
Avril Photo-Narrative, Slide 1

Note. Monday, May 17, 2021. Starting the day with mindfulness (usually in the form of
movement) is imperative to my mental health. It grounds me for the day.
This photo-narrative reflection also brings to light the subjective dimensions of
mindfulness. The narrative Avril presents in this reflection is one in which she is running at the
beginning of the day because it grounds her for the day. When she goes out for a run in the
morning, Avril says: “I make it a point that like as soon as I lace my sneakers, it’s just about my
foot hitting the cement, and my body moving the way it’s moving when I’m running with it...you
know what it feels like when the wind is blowing past my ears, being very present in that
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moment, to not let the daily to do list take over, and cause anxiety that early in the
morning.” Although her “to do” list is a part of her thoughts as she prepares for her day, Avril is
intentional about running as an act that helps her release anxiety and the cares of her day.
Figure 4.4 continues the theme of mindfulness as a way of grounding self during the
transition of walking into the school building at the beginning of a school day. In the reflection
that accompanies the photo of the staircase up to her third floor classroom, Avril notes that
“walking into the school building can be an incredibly jarring experience.” During this transition
from life away from school into the building, Avril practices mindfulness as she ascends the
stairs to her classroom in order to reduce anxiety as she thinks about all the things on her To Do
list at the beginning of a school day.
Avril’s first two photo-narratives illustrate mindfulness as a way of practicing self-care
directly related to mental health, resilience, and emotional capacities needed as she teaches in an
urban school. What is striking in the photo-narrative shown in Figure 4.4 is her description of
the transition of walking into the school building as “an incredibly jarring experience.” The
jarring nature of this transition has to do with feeling “like you are hit in the face with a giant To
Do list.” When I asked Avril to unpack this narrative reflection during our second interview she
talked about the transition into the building as one that involves navigating personal and
professional dimensions of self. Avril said, “I try to be authentic in both realms, but also aware
of the social norms of my personal world and my professional world. I cross those lines really
often and then reign myself in. I’m a little less structured in who I am outside of school and then
in school I have to (navigate) structure. It can almost feel oppressive sometimes.”
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Figure 4.4
Avril Photo-Narrative Slide 2

Note. Tuesday, May 18, 2021. Walking into the school building can be an incredibly jarring
experience. It can feel like you are hit in the face with a giant To Do list. This morning I focused
on being mindful as I ascended the stairs to my classroom. It allowed me to approach the day and
my classroom with less anxiety.
What Avril is describing is the way mindfulness helps her navigate the transition between
her personal and professional self in ways that feel authentic but also respect norms and
expectations. Mindfulness helps her slow this transition down as she walks up the stairs. It’s a
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way she gives herself a moment to check in with herself. She says, “It’s like giving yourself that
moment. I’m here, I’m in the building. I’m okay. Everything is fine. I’m breathing, I’m
walking up the stairs. I’m going to my classroom. I can feel the ground under my feet. It’s okay
that I feel anxious right now.”
This internal conversation is an example of self-compassion that helps Avril
acknowledge the energy she is having and settle in a way that suits her for that day. Avril’s
photo-narrative for Tuesday also illustrates how mindfulness helps her construct a coherent story
of self as she navigates the transition between different social spaces, between her world outside
of school and her teaching life. Avril’s subjective experience of mindfulness helps her find ways
to bring her authentic self into a professional environment with a different set of norms,
demands, and expectations. Mindfulness shapes the way Avril stories the transition into the
school building as she walks up the stairs because she knows herself and is attentive to the
condition of her soul as she begins her teaching day.
Theme 2: Self-Awareness in
Relationship-Building
Parker Palmer (2017) writes: “Good teaching is an act of hospitality toward the young,
and hospitality is always an act that benefits the host even more than the guest.” Perhaps that is
why it is difficult to separate where mindfulness as a grounding for self ends and where
mindfulness as a way of being in relationship with others begins. Self-awareness has to do with
attunement to self in ways that facilitates a mode of being that is also attentive and responsive to
others. Shapiro and Carlson (2009) note that mindfulness, because it is not only a meditation
practice but also a fundamental way of perceiving and being, can influence the way educators are
present and respond to students.
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For Avril, who describes herself as 100 percent relationship based in her approach to
teaching, it is clear that mindfulness helps to ground her in the present moment, which helps her
attune to herself as well as her students. During our second interview, Avril reflected on how
she has shaped a teaching life to be about relationships because that is what she needed it to be:
Really, teaching shaped me the same way that I kind of shaped it to be what I needed it to
be. Like I found that relationship piece that I'm pretty good at and I found connections
with the kids. It’s one of the reasons why, like...coming up the stairs in the morning, it's
jarring for me, because of the structure of our education system. It's not jarring for me to
build relationships, it's not jarring for me to try to teach content. That piece is consistent
through my entire life, it's authentically who I am. It’s who I’ve become.
Mindfulness as self-awareness in relation to her students shows up in Avril’s teaching in
a variety of ways. During my first observation in her classroom, Avril was guiding the students
through a text dependent analysis lesson. Students write down key words from the article as
Avril reads. After the reading they talk about words student have written down on post-it notes-Jim Crow, veterans, lynching, red-lining, wealth gap. “What is a wealth gap?” Avril asks the
class. Avril goes on to share a personal story to illustrate the concept of wealth gap from the
article. “There is a wealth gap between me and my parents. My parents went to work right after
high school. Mom at a pretzel factory. Dad as a mechanic.”
Interjecting a story about the wealth gap between herself and her working class parents
illustrates Avril’s relational approach to teaching. The personal anecdote serves a pedagogical
purpose of helping her students understand the concept of "wealth gap", but it also is a way to let
her students know who she is as a person. Of the six students in her classroom that day, five are
students of color and one is White. Mindfulness as self-awareness in relation to her students is
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expressed, on this day, as Avril created a hospitable space for her students to see themselves in
the story she shared. Although she is aware of her own inherent privilege in certain situations
because of her white skin, Avril’s self-aware, relational approach leads her to share part of her
own story as a person who grew up in a poor, working class, White family where existence
sometimes felt like survival. It is a way of contextualizing her own story in relation to the stories
of her students.
Theme 3: Mindfulness as a Way of
Seeing Classroom Energy
Mindfulness also shapes the way Avril stories her teaching life in relation to moments
that feel chaotic. In her photo-narrative for Thursday (see Figure 4.5) Avril writes: “Mindfulness
is much easier when it is quiet, the setting is beautiful, and my mind is calm. This is how I
started my practice. Practicing mindfulness in the chaos of the classroom took more practice, but
is essential.”
This quote illustrates how Avril perceives chaotic moments where a kid is moving a lot,
being loud, or purposely disrupting what is going on in the classroom. She sees chaotic moments
as an opportunity to practice mindfulness in a chaotic situation. “It gives you a sneak peek of
that student and their life. Like maybe that’s what they’re mindful about. Maybe it is that they
need to be doing--a moving...sort of mindfulness activity. Maybe it is that they’re not
comfortable with quiet because of how loud everything is in their head.”
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Figure 4.5
Avril Photo-Narrative Slide 4

Note. Thursday, May 20, 2021. Mindfulness is much easier when it is quiet, the setting is
beautiful, and my mind is calm. This is how I started my practice. Practicing mindfulness in the
chaos of the classroom took more practice, but is essential.
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Mindfulness allows Avril to story the chaos that happens from time to time in her
classroom through a lens that acknowledges what is conditioning the behavior of disruptive
students--the loudness inside their head and in their environment outside of school. “I always
tell them when they are doing mindfulness, thoughts are going to arise and that’s okay. You just
acknowledge it, understand it, let it go. Same thing with external stimuli. If your classmate’s
dancing like an idiot, acknowledge it, understand it, let it go.”
Mindfulness helps Avril to frame chaotic moments in the classroom as opportunities to
be responsive to the needs of her students. This is an example of the way mindfulness shapes her
teaching practice by helping her response in those situations be characterized by non-judgmental
awareness and curiosity. She is aware of “how loud everything is in their head” at times, and so
she sees their behavior as an expression of what is going on inside them. And so, the carpet in
the back of her room is available if someone needs to be in a space by themselves. She gives a
clipboard and access to a rolling chair to a kid who needs to move. If kids take advantage of this
high trust environment, Avril uses reflective statements that model emotional intelligence and
open-ended questions to help students take responsibility for their actions and to reset the
classroom environment so it is more conducive to learning.
Reflections on Avril’s Story
As I reflect on Avril’s story, what rises to the surface is the way mindfulness helps her
find meaning and coherence as she contextualizes her teaching life in relation to stories about
class, race, and gender. Her tattooed white skin tells a story about each of these aspects of her
identity. “...at the end of the day,” she says, “I am a white, lower middle class, crunchy
outdoorsy type who meditates.” Not only is mindfulness related to her identity as a kind of
consciousness of race, class, and gender, but it affects how she shows up in front of her
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students. Her way of being real and authentic with her students is a way in which mindfulness
intersects with her embodied identity, but not just for the sake of self-realization. Avril’s passion
for building relationships with her students provides a kind of a framing story that intersects with
a broader vision of her role as an educator. It is one in which she sees her relationships with
students from the perspective informed by her mindfulness practice–a perspective that is rooted
in the ecological interconnectedness of all things.
During my field work, Avril invited me to be a running buddy for one of the girls
participating in a program called Girls on the Run (Avril was a coach for the program). When I
arrived at our agreed upon meeting place on the Saturday morning of the race, I saw Avril
standing in front of the building wearing a colorful tutu over her running clothes and holding a
large Dunkin Donuts iced coffee. Eventually one girl arrived and we walked together from the
school to athletic fields at the nearby college. On the ten minute walk to the race, Avril
continually showered the girl runner with praise and positive messages. She encouraged her
about the race, her new shoes, and all the work she had put in. Along the way, we walked past
an older man who was standing on the sidewalk. Avril greeted him, but the man did not return
her greeting. After we were out of range that he could hear us, Avril talked to the girl about how
some people in the world don’t respond to the positive energy we bring. And they probably have
good reasons for the negative energy they are exuding. That’s okay, she told her student, it’s just
important to be aware of the energy you are bringing, and how that energy is impacting others. I
share this whole scene that I was able to observe as a running buddy because it captures the way
I see Avril positioning her authentic relationship with students in relation to a larger, ecologically
connected web of being. Her way of talking to her student about how the energy we bring
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impacts others was an example of how she invites her students to both self-awareness and
awareness of their connection within a larger web of being.
Johanna’s Story
During her first year out of college Johanna had a significant experience while
completing a long-term substitute assignment at one of the city elementary schools. In that early
experience as a novice teacher she encountered a really challenging group of students who had
experienced a high amount of trauma. During the time Johanna was in that classroom, another
student passed away from an accident. She found herself at a loss to know how to support the
needs of her students and effectively manage the classroom. Another layer of this difficult
experience was the culture shock that came with teaching in a high-poverty, racially diverse
urban school after having grown up in a community where “pretty much everybody looked like
me and talked like me.” This early teaching experience is a touchstone in the way Johanna
frames her story as a teacher who came to discover a sense of call to teach in an urban school.
Theme 1: Professional Development
as Self-Work
As difficult as this early experience was for Johanna as a novice teacher, it became a
catalyst to her own growth over time. Knowing that classroom management was an area of
growth, Johanna began to focus on herself. She focused on how to develop her leadership skills
in the classroom, on how to create a classroom environment that is supportive and loving but
also with high expectations for students. Through her own research and through district coaches
she began to gain insight into how “all behavior is communication.” Johanna learned about
mindfulness as a resource for managing her classroom and supporting the emotional needs of her
students--particularly those impacted by experiences of trauma.
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The photo-narrative reflection entitled “Day 1” (see Figure 4.6) reflects how mindfulness
has come to be an integral part of her personal and teaching life. The thread running through this
photo-narrative reflection is the way it centers on positioning herself in relation to her students,
her teaching practice, and the broader school community. Mindfulness is part of a cohesive story
of self that involves teaching, reflection, responding to academic and emotional needs in her
students. The cohesive story of self represented in this photo-narrative also includes the sense of
purpose Johanna finds in teaching. Taking a moment to notice the sky as she arrived at school
for the day reminds Johanna that “we are part of a bigger picture.”
In MacIntyre’s (2007) account of the narrative unity of human lives the “bigger picture”
Johanna is talking about is evidence of the metaphysical grounding of her story. A metaphysical
grounding for human lives acknowledges that we exist not only as biological beings, but as
moral agents on a narrative quest that is both unpredictable and teleological in nature. MacIntyre
explains that the goal of the quest is finally understood as we encounter and cope with the
various particular harms, dangers, temptations and distractions that provide any quest with its
episodes and incidents. MacIntyre’s account of the unity of a human life in terms of the unity of
a narrative quest provides a framework for understanding Johanna’s photo-narratives as a quest
for self-knowledge as well as something beyond herself.
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Figure 4.6
Johanna Photo-Narrative Slide 1

Note. Day 1. Where do I experience mindfulness in my teaching life? Mindfulness is
interwoven in the fiber of my personal & teaching life. I choose mindfulness as I prepare for the
school day, as I teach, and as I reflect. When teaching, I must reflect on where students are
academically and emotionally. This means that I must build a relationship with them as well as
their families and our school community. This morning, as I arrived at school extra early, the sun
was shining through the clouds. It reminded me of the fact that we are all part of a bigger picture.
The time in my classroom is a small part of my students’ lives and each part affects the others- a
special day, missing loved ones, a family or community tragedy. These things can not be
separate from our work at school. What a humbling moment!
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Johanna’s Day 1 photo-narrative (see Figure 4.6) is an instance of the way her practice of
mindfulness at the beginning of her day is rooted in a narrative that gives meaning to her
teaching life in relation to a “bigger picture.” Johanna identifies as a Christian. Part of the selfwork that allowed Johanna to embrace a teaching life in an urban school following the early
difficult experience is evidenced in the way she talks about a “Jonah experience” that led her to
embrace the challenges of teaching in urban schools. When she first began to learn about
mindfulness as a resource to trauma-informed pedagogy, she found that the faith-based practices
of her Christian tradition provided a foundation for integrating mindfulness into her personal
life. While initially she may have had questions about how mindfulness works, finding a
connection between her faith and mindfulness practices was a key step.
The daily rigors of teaching provide various particular harms, dangers, temptations and
distractions which provide an opportunity for learning more about the character of what Johanna
is seeking in her quest, more opportunities for self-knowledge. When incidents take place in her
classroom, the story of self she is developing helps to frame her response through what she has
learned by practicing mindfulness:
So, if I need to just take a moment and get a sip of my water from a water bottle and then
just kind of, you know, say a quick prayer or just, you know, remind myself of, you
know, a bible verse or something like that that you know and pair it with those breathing
techniques or with those centering activities like, “Okay look around, see something red.”
You know kind of to bring myself back to the present versus going into that survival
brain. I think it's definitely affected my teaching and made me more able to respond
appropriately and mindfully to my students when they're losing control.
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In describing her own practice of mindfulness in an intense classroom situation, Johanna
provides an example of how she stories her teaching life around self-work she has done. Through
breathing techniques, taking a sip of water, saying a Bible verse, she is able to bring herself back
to the present moment and respond more reflectively rather than out of her survival brain.
Through the theoretical framework of narrative conception of self, we see that Johanna’s
quest at the intersection of mindfulness and a teaching life in an urban school involves both
practices that help her navigate the particular incidents throughout her day that MacIntyre calls
the “harms, dangers, temptations and distractions” through which the goal of the narrative quest
is to be finally understood. Johanna stories her teaching life in a way that her self-work has
allowed her to integrate mindfulness with her practices and perspectives as a Christian. This
allows her to create a cohesive story of self as she encounters intense classroom situations day to
day.
Theme 2: Seeing Student Behavior
as Communication
Mindfulness shapes the way Johanna perceives, interprets and responds to student
behaviour throughout the day. She perceives all student behavior as communication. When she
observes a particular behavior, she tries to figure out the emotions behind the behavior. This
approach to student behavior is reflected in several photo-narrative reflections, including one
entitled “Day 5” (see Figure 4.7). Mindfulness helps Johanna see her students as individuals
with their own feelings, experiences and ways of thinking and responding to experiences. The
“Cool Down Castle” in her classroom represents a way of framing student behavior through the
lens of mindfulness. Students deal with “big feelings” and need space to process those
feelings. The “Cool Down Castle” provides a space where students learn to express their
feelings as well as mindful strategies for managing them.
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Another photo-narrative expresses that many students were beginning to experience “end
of the year anxiety” that led to an increase in certain behaviors. Rather than just addressing
student behavior in a punitive way, Johanna sought to understand the reason for those behaviors
and adjusted her lesson to incorporate activities that addressed those feelings and provided
opportunities to practice mindfulness. Seeing all behavior as communication allows Johanna to
be responsive to the needs of her students moment to moment. The photo-narrative in Figure 4.7
is one example of how mindfulness shapes Johanna’s pedagogical presence and decisionmaking.
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Figure 4.7
Johanna Photo-Narrative Slide 6

Note. Day 5. How does mindfulness shape how I see my students? Mindfulness helps me see
my students as individuals with their own feelings, experiences & ways of thinking/responding
to experiences. This is our “cool-down castle”. We use it as a safe space to take a break when
feelings are overwhelming. This particular student has had increased anxiety as we prepare for
the end of the year and for moving to a new building next year. She was unable to express her
feelings, but knew she needed to take a break. After spending some time in the castle- at her own
choosing- she was able to talk with me about how she was feeling and we were able to have a
conversation where I shared my own anxieties & some ways I use mindfulness. Building a
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community where students feel safe to share their vulnerabilities & adults are able to express
their own is so crucial for a mindful classroom.
While Johanna’s narrative quest as a teacher is rooted in her personal faith as a Christian,
it is interesting to note that the way she sees her student behavior as communication has
resonance with a Buddhist way of conceptualizing mindfulness. Within the Buddhist tradition,
the ultimate purpose and function of mindfulness is focused on the elimination of the root causes
of suffering by inducing significant and sustainable changes in one’s cognitive and emotional
states, leading to changes in one’s behavioral and psychological traits (Purser & Milillo,
2015). When Johanna teaches her pre-K students how to pay attention to what is going on in
their bodies, the big feelings they are experiencing; and when she gives them strategies such as
the “Cool Down Castle” or a melting exercise she is helping them understand how to understand,
label, express, and regulate their emotions.
Theme 3: Mindfulness as Holistic
Approach to Learning
The photo-narrative reflection in Figure 4.8 captures how mindfulness supports a holistic
approach to learning. On this day Johanna chose to go outside for a break from the classroom
routine. This decision is framed with the language of “understanding the needs of the whole
child” and “being sensitive to their emotional needs.” During our second interview, Johanna
reflected further on how opportunities for outdoor play meet the needs of the whole
child. “There's math and language, whether you're in the middle of a field of grass or you're in
the classroom, sometimes more so when you're in those natural and authentic environments,”
Johanna observed.
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Figure 4.8
Johanna Photo-Narrative Slide 3

Note. Day 2. How does mindfulness shape how I see the place where I teach? It is so easy to
become self absorbed during a school day- especially with the added stress of the pandemic, end
of school year & packing up my classroom. When I take mindful moments & guide students
through mindfulness exercises, I am able to refocus my lens and recall that this job/calling is so
much more than myself. We are part of a community. I am blessed to be in a school where
mindfulness is encouraged for both students and staff. Today, we chose to go outside & spend
some time playing in the field. With our modified ½ day schedule, we don’t usually have time
for outdoor play. I needed the break and so did my students. Because of the school I teach at, and
their understanding of teaching the whole child/ being sensitive to their emotional needs, I feel
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safe and comfortable seeking time for a break in the day without fear of judgement. This is a rare
and beautiful thing.
Exploratory play and experiential learning both in the classroom and outdoors are a part
of the curriculum and focus of early childhood education. “Exploring the world is what Pre-K is
about,” Johanna noted. Mindfulness helps Johanna frame these opportunities as responsiveness
to the needs of the whole child. Figure 4.8 illustrates how mindfulness shapes the way Johanna
stories these opportunities in terms of the needs of the whole child--as holistic learning
experiences.
During our second interview Johanna expressed that although this is what she perceives
her kids to need, sometimes there’s an expectation (from administration) “that learning only
happens in a controlled classroom environment, in highly scripted lessons and those teachable
moments aren't as welcome and aren't as valid.” The photo-narrative reflection indicates that she
feels “safe and comfortable seeking time for a break in the day” because the school she teaches
at understands the importance of teaching the whole child. To be sure, Johanna’s holistic
approach to learning is rooted in understanding the developmental needs of her students. But in
terms of her narrative quest, it also reflects a positioning of herself in the world of school, in
relation to her students, and in relation to the end of providing space for open exploration and
play.
This way of placing herself in the world, of inhabiting the present, of seeing math and
language in the middle of a field as well as a classroom evoke the theme of exploration, play and
wonder we find in Thoreau’s experiment at Walden pond. While Thoreau’s experiment is about
the raising of his house, the planting of fields, interactions with neighbors, the writing of his
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book, the deeper quest is about self-knowledge that comes from his inhabitation of the present
(Norris, 2017). Johanna’s holistic approach to learning echoes this quest.
Reflections on Johanna’s Story
When I reflect on the way mindfulness intersects with Johanna’s teaching life in an urban
school, I think about how her identity as a Christian is central to both her practice of mindfulness
and her narrative quest as she teaches. Early on it was a “Jonah experience” that led her to
discover a sense of call to being an urban teacher. When she felt overwhelmed as a novice
teacher by the complex interlocking stories of race, poverty, and violence impacting the lives of
her students in an urban elementary classroom, she began to discover how her own Christian
identity could be integrated with mindfulness practices in ways that supported the needs of her
students. And so she incorporates prayer and scripture into her practice of mindfulness.
Although she stated in a follow-up interview that she “struggles to find a direct
connection between gender or race in my mindfulness practice,” I would argue that her efforts to
show love to her students and be responsive to their social, emotional and academic needs are a
way that she has moved in the direction of becoming more culturally-responsive in her
pedagogy–a kind of embodied politics. Her mindfulness woven together with her identity as a
Christian is a kind of praxis aimed at creating a beloved community with her students and their
families. In this way, I see Johanna embodying a Christian ethic of hospitality/love which
intersects with an Eastern/Buddhist notion of mindfulness as an “applied ethics” that has the
capacity to address the roots of violence and injustice as well as bring wholeness to individuals,
schools, families, and society (Hanh & Weare, 2017).
During my visits to Johanna’s pre-K classroom, I would observe mindfulness interacting
with her embodied identity as she took opportunities to interact with individual students and ask
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them what they were working on. I saw a kind of hospitality and cultural-responsiveness in the
way she centered the work of students during choice time. Sitting in the back of the basement
classroom so I could survey the whole scene positioned me by a whiteboard easel where students
could come and draw or write whatever they wanted to. On one of my visits, a girl came to the
easel and began writing numbers and talking out loud to herself. Johanna is moving around the
room engaging with what students are doing. She often asks them personal questions related to
what they are working on. “You’re not going to scare your grandma with that, are
you?” “Anabella, what are you working on? Would you like to tell it to me or do you want me
to come back?” Anabella goes on to tell her a story that goes with her drawing about her family
staying in a hotel. “Who is in the hotel with you?” These are the kinds of questions that Johanna
asks her students, giving them opportunities for them to bring their own stories and embodied
identities into the classroom–this is a way that I see Johanna’s practice of mindfulness
intersecting with themes of love, justice and belonging. This is the way I see Johanna
contextualizing her story in relation to the complex storied lives of her students in a way that is
both culturally-responsive and hospitable.
Eshin’s Story
One thing that particularly captivated my attention during my visits to Eshin’s classroom
was the whiteboard behind his desk at the back of the classroom. The tray at the bottom of the
whiteboard is filled with an assortment of artistic relics, photos of family, water bottles, notes
from students, and other symbols of a personal and professional self inhabiting this space. The
whiteboard itself was filled with words, arrows, and other hand-drawn symbols that evoked the
image of a mad scientist in his laboratory, concocting experiments. The lines and movement of
the space created a lived-in, artistic, wizard energy that was frenetic, evolving, and at the same
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time zen-like. So it did not surprise me that the whiteboard that caught my attention found its
way into Eshin’s photo-narrative reflections on how mindfulness shapes his teaching life in an
urban school.
Theme 1: Finding a Home in Teaching
The reflection accompanying the photo of the whiteboard in Figure 4.9 uses words that
powerfully evoke a sense of finding a home in teaching--a way of becoming oneself. The
kitschy space in the back corner of the classroom is a symbolic representation of the way
mindfulness has helped Eshin to create authentic space in the classroom--a space that welcomes
the part of him that is a “neurotic mess” and the part of him that “had to make a place” for
teaching as a creative and artistic process.
To understand the narrative threads that shape how mindfulness intersects with Eshin’s
teaching life in an urban school requires going back to his time of working in New York City and
living in Hoboken, New Jersey. In Hoboken, Eshin would take his son to the high school down
the street to see musicals and plays. “I wanted him to grow up in a sort of diverse community. I
wanted him to be comfortable with that.” Because the rich kaleidoscope of racial and cultural
diversity in urban schools appeals to Eshin, when he began to think about a career change it was
natural that Eshin wanted to do something in an urban environment.
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Figure 4.9
Eshin Photo-Narrative Slide 4

Note. How does mindfulness shape who you are as a teacher? This is a difficult question to
answer. Mindfulness shapes everything about me. I don’t mean that I am always mindful, and
this isn’t a comment on the quality of my educational practices. What I mean is that all of my
approaches to the classroom, and all of my learning and behavior as a teacher, are shaped by my
mindful practice. I’m still a neurotic mess. I still struggle with mental health issues, and I still
have a hard time staying as organized as I would like to be. But each of these aspects of my life,
and countless more, have found a home with teaching. Some have found their own space to sit,
and, for others, I had to make a place for them. This whiteboard behind my desk is one of those
spaces I had to create. This snags whatever it can from my ideas about class activities and
lessons, and collects some of the symbols and mementos of the love and support in my life.
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The language Eshin uses to talk about his transition from a career in publishing to a
second career in education is infused with meaning. It reflects a decision to teach that is about
more than earning an income. Eshin tells me that “in a lot of ways, reading and writing saved
my life.” And so, wanting to share the transforming power of words, he took out student loans
and completed a post-baccalaureate teacher certification program in southeastern Pennsylvania.
The other piece of Eshin’s story that is important to weave into this chapter is how he
was introduced to mindfulness. The excerpt below from our first interview is how he told this
part of his story:
I apologize if I get emotional at any point. So I moved to New York City in ‘97. I got
married for the first time in ‘96. We were in Buffalo. Moved to New York in ‘97. I
wanted a big job. I wanted to work in advertising. I wanted to write. I wanted to sort of
be in that world. Getting a job at Topps was the next best thing. It was a good way in,
and I worked my way up there, and I was doing very well. I liked working there. One of
the experiences that shaped me in New York City was 9/11. The offices for Topps are on
One Whitehall Street which is a couple blocks south of Wall Street. So we were in lower
Manhattan on 9/11. My experience was very dramatic and very life changing. I was on
the street when the South Tower fell, cause we didn't know that was going to happen.
Yeah, we were just looking at the fire. And so, I, you know, had to wrestle with all those
things. In January of ‘02, started going to therapy, and over that time. I started
practicing mindfulness. I went to the Barnes and Noble in Hoboken and bought a tape
and listened to body scan stuff. So I started getting into that and then what I started doing
was I started connecting the things I knew already about Buddhism and meditation to the
mindfulness I was doing in my therapy. And some of my connections with reading and
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writing were with other groups of writers. I discovered the Beats of Kerouac and all
these people, and I started learning about Buddhism. It was really cool to me. I went to
Central Park and saw the Dalai Lama speak, and I was into that stuff and it was cool and I
liked the idea and the philosophy of it. But it wasn't until I started mindfulness for
therapy that I started the meditative practice. That's kind of how I got acquainted with it.
This extended quote contains a number of threads that are part of Eshin’s evolving narrative self.
Eshin discovers mindfulness as a way of coping with the lingering trauma of being in lower
Manhattan on 9/11--a way of transforming pain. The discovery of mindfulness as a coping
mechanism becomes a catalyst for exploring mindfulness in a broader spiritual, philosophical
and literary context. These explorations would continue to shape Eshin’s way of constructing his
narrative self as he transitioned into a second career as an urban educator.
Finding a home in teaching, for Eshin, has to do with a way of being himself that also has
pedagogical value. He used the whiteboard shown in Figure 4.9 to organize thoughts, actively
work out lesson plans, and organically model creativity and problem-solving. The whiteboard
represents a way Eshin sees teaching as an artistic process. “When I’m teaching, I can’t
write. My summers are sometimes spent going to poetry readings and being very creative in
writing, but as soon as I come into the classroom that is where my energy comes through. This
is the only way I could teach, by making it a creative process. And so bringing all that mess in
and all that inspiration in, is important for my personal approach to teaching. And I hope it’s
valuable to kids.”
Cavell writes: “The fate of having a self--of being human--is one in which the self is
always to be found” (cited in Norris, 2017, p. 53). Commenting on Cavell, Norris suggests that it
is in placing ourselves in the world that we find ourselves. That we do not know beforehand
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what we will find is the reason the quest is an experiment or exploration. The photo-narrative in
Figure 4.9 points to the way Eshin describes his teaching life as a creative, messy, artistic
process through the lens of mindfulness. If the whiteboard is a window into Eshin’s teaching
life, it also is a window into how he places himself in the world of his classroom in a way that
involves an ongoing quest to realize his authentic self in all it’s messy and creative potential.
Theme 2: Social Justice-Pedagogy
as Resistance to Oppression
The photo-narrative in Figure 4.10 is an example of another important theme in the way
Eshin stories his teaching life in an urban school through the lens of mindfulness. The photonarrative reflection represents the way Eshin stories his teaching life in a way that is oriented
toward social justice, advocacy, and amplifying the individual experiences and creative voices of
his students. He uses the whiteboard between the windows for a rotating set of poem quotations
that remind him of his why.
Rather than hang the “intentionally unreadable curriculum poster” Eshin hangs
“symbols visible from the outside of inclusion and social justice”--Black Lives Matter, LGBTQ
pride, and Peace signs signal a kind of complementary curriculum in Eshin’s classroom
(Moroye, 2009). Eshin stories his teaching life in an urban school in a way that is less concerned
with knowledge of facts and more concerned about a general understanding of the world. The
decision to hang signs representing movements for social justice and inclusion does not,
however, signal a de-valuing of learning. Eshin acknowledged “the value of fiction is that it
teaches empathy. And the value of nonfiction is that it teaches you about where you are in the
world right now.”
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Figure 4.10
Eshin Photo-Narrative Slide 2

Note. Where do you experience mindfulness in your teaching life? Each morning, I try to take
note of and reflect on this view. The whiteboard contains a rotating set of poem quotations from
both classic poets and contemporary, local voices. This reminds me why I do what I do, which is
to connect and amplify the individual experiences and creative voices of my students. The eastfacing windows in my new classroom give me a view of the new day. I enjoy thinking about
renewal and impermanence, and about how both are so beautiful. The reverse of each
intentionally unreadable curriculum poster is a symbol visible from the outside of inclusion and
social justice. These are another daily reminder of my Why, which is to flip injustice toward
advocacy.
During my second interview Eshin elaborated: “I feel strongly that our role as teachers is
to educate people who are living in an unjust society. So I de-emphasize [...] the curriculum. I
want these students to learn how to communicate effectively from where they sit. And most of
them sit in a spot that’s oppressed.” Eshin goes on to talk about why he became a teacher in the
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first place, not to be a Savior, but to offer the practical tools of reading and writing as a means
for students to discover their own voice and agency. Although the language Eshin uses to
describe his motivations for teaching suggest a kind of neoliberal aim of giving reified (Western)
individuals the technocratic tools and knowledge they need to become self-realized agents, my
observations of Eshin’s classroom tell a different story. Mindfulness praxis enables Eshin to
contextualize his identity as a white, cisgender male in relation to his racialized and gendered
students who already have agency and belonging within a larger web of being and who are also
on a narrative quest of becoming who they are. This way in which Eshin centers the agency and
storied identities of his students pushes back on ways in which a neoliberal educational structure
might threaten to co-opt his mindfulness praxis for ends that, in fact, are not liberating for his
students.
Along with the critical pedagogical perspective represented in the photo-narrative in
Figure 4.10, the Buddhist principles of impermanence and renewal are woven into the way Eshin
stories his teaching life. When I asked Eshin to explain how this shapes his approach to
teaching, he said: “The idea of impermanence and renewal represents the possibility, moment to
moment, of the freedom to change what you’re doing. That’s something that grounds me, you
know, everything is temporary, trying not to be attached to things, and understanding that our
suffering is temporary, our joys are temporary. But that’s okay, and that’s part of the beauty of
it.”
Part of the way Eshin experiences mindfulness in his teaching life is, in fact, a way of
perceiving that draws upon the principles of impermanence and renewal. Through this lens he
approaches teaching as an activity that is full of possibility, moment to moment. There is always
the freedom to change what you’re doing. This way of perceiving reality frees Eshin to see both

86
suffering and joy as temporary. This approach provides a kind of equilibrium that allows Eshin
to integrate the varied experiences of an urban classroom into his narrative quest.
Theme 3: Teaching as an Act
of Hospitality
In the photo-narrative in Figure 4.11 Eshin describes how he sees his classroom as a
space belonging to his students. “This is their space, not mine,” he writes. Eshin intentionally
tries to stay out of the way of the student’s learning experience. He is fully present, but in a
supportive role facilitating experiences that pique curiosity and openness to new ideas in his
students. The language Eshin uses in this photo-narrative aligns with Parker Palmer’s
description of ‘teaching as an act of hospitality toward the young.”
Palmer (2017) suggests that good teaching is an act of hospitality toward the young. The
concept of hospitality arose in ancient nomadic cultures where food and shelter were given to a
stranger as a sign of welcome and mutual dependence. Palmer explains how this applies to
teaching: “By offering hospitality, one participates in the endless reweaving of a social fabric on
which all can depend--thus the gift of sustenance for the guest becomes a gift of hope for the
host. It is that way in teaching as well: the teacher’s hospitality to the student results in a world
more hospitable to the teacher” (p. 51).
During my observations in Eshin’s classroom, he was previewing a writing assignment
the students would be working on over the next several days. While going over the assignment,
he paused to ask two students to get their heads up. “We don’t sleep in class.” Eshin’s tone is
non-anxious. The redirection is not heavy-handed. He seamlessly redirects the behavior of two
students without losing momentum or making it a big deal. Later, he tells another student to put
their phone away. There are 10 students in the classroom and a few others joining via Zoom.
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Figure 4.11
Eshin Photo-Narrative Slide 1

Note. How does mindfulness shape how you see the place where you teach? One thing I’ve
learned from mindfulness is the importance of valuing each individual’s perspective. I
intentionally stay as out of the way as I can from the student’s learning experience. This is their
space, not mine. I work to provide a space for them to learn and grow and experience being
curious and open to new ideas. This doesn’t mean I’m not present. But I am there for support.
The content is primary. The students’ experience in the group is primary.
He continues going over the assignment which involves student choice and timemanagement. “What I want you to do now is decide what you want to do today. He writes some
visual prompts on the board: Read? Write? Make-up work? He then re-states expectations for
how students will use the last 15 minutes of class multiple times, but maintaining an easy
demeanor. As he walks over to check on the Zoomies, I survey the room. Four students seem to
be working quietly on the task that has been given. Six have their heads down. Eshin walks
around the room and in a non-judgmental tone restates what students should be working on. “If
you are not feeling motivated right now…” Most students respond to this additional prompt and
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become engaged. Only two students still have their heads down. One lifts his head and rubs his
eyes.
What strikes me as I reflect on the light touch that I observed as Eshin re-directs student
behavior is that it is non-anxious and coming from a place that seemed to reframe the power
dynamic in the classroom. While Eshin clearly is in a role that has authority to redirect student
behavior, his language is inclusive and plural. “We don’t sleep in class.” His tone and way of
responding to students are a window into how mindfulness contributes to the ability of teachers
to regulate their emotions and offer skillful responses rather than letting emotional experiences
control reactions in the moment.
Mindfulness shapes the way Eshin stories his teaching life as hospitality toward his
students. This impacts his approach to classroom management as he slows things down and
becomes attuned to the inner lives of his students. With this approach, his classroom becomes a
hospitable space for the humanity of his students. Mindfulness allows Eshin to manage his
classroom, not as a dominating entity, but as a host who trusts that the classroom belongs to
everyone. In this way, Eshin’s praxis and classroom presence, regardless of what he says about
wanting to equip them to achieve their own self-realization, reveals that he already takes them to
be people possessed of voice and agency. His mindfulness practice is about creating room for
that voice and agency to be expressed.
During one of my visits to Eshin’s classroom, students were working on an assignment
that involved using a print newspaper page to find words that make a poem (see Figure
4.12). While most students appeared to be interested and engaged with the task, one student
wearing a red hoodie stood by the window looking out at a crew of laborers re-doing the asphalt
parking lot below. “Oh snap, now they’re pouring something,” he exclaimed. Meanwhile, a
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student to my right is marking out words in a newspaper with a black Sharpie. Across the table
from him, another student is reading text on a scrap of newspaper she has cut out, pencil in
hand. “Alright, you have about ten minutes left,” Eshin announces as he moves toward the
student in the red hoodie looking out the window. “Why don’t you write a poem about what
you’re seeing out there,” Eshin says to the student. He continues to prime the pump. “I know
you can smell the asphalt. Find beauty. Describe what you see around you with concrete
language through your five senses.” “I don’t know what to call it (the poem),” the student
remarks. “You don’t have to call it anything,”

Figure 4.12
Newspaper Print Poems Example
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Reflections on Eshin’s Story

Eshin’s classroom management style reveals a counter-hegemonically gendered
identity. Rather than trying to leverage the authority he has as the classroom teacher, Eshin
seems to trust something organic that lives in the reciprocal dynamic he creates in this hospitable
space. It is the kind of dynamic that Macy (2003) describes as a mutual belonging within a
dynamic web of interdependence. Macy provides insight into this dynamic when she writes:
“Things do not produce each other or make each other happen, as in linear causality. They help
each other happen by providing occasion or locus or context, and in so doing, they in turn are
affected. There is a reciprocal dynamic at play. Power inheres not in any one dominating entity,
but in the relationship between entities” (p. 33).
Eshin’s mindfulness practice intersects with his own identity work as a cisgender, white
male who is attuned to interlocking stories of race and poverty, educational structures and
oppression, impermanence and renewal. His way of being, shaped as it is by mindfulness
practice, is a way of storying his teaching life as a practice of freedom. When I listen to Eshin
reflect about his practice, when I observe his way of interacting with students, I think of bell
hooks, who bears witness to education as a means of liberation that requires, first of all, a teacher
in pursuit of their own freedom. hooks wrote (2014),
Any classroom that employs a holistic model of learning will also be a place where
teachers grow, and are empowered by the process. That empowerment cannot happen if
we refuse to be vulnerable while encouraging students to take risks. Professors who
expect students to share confessional narratives but who are themselves unwilling to
share are exercising power in a manner that could be coercive. (p. 21)
The story of Eshin responding to the student in the red hoodie above (Theme 3) is an
example of how, by centering the agency and embodied identity of his students, mindfulness
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shapes his teaching praxis in a way that is at once hospitable and liberatory for his students
moment to moment. The classroom belongs to his students as much as it is his space. Because
Eshin has found a home in teaching, he is able to de-center his own embodied identity and create
space for his students to explore and express their own embodied identities through words and
symbols. Eshin uses the language of “putting myself in other people’s shoes” to describe how
mindfulness intersects with his teaching praxis. Mindfulness is a practice that leads Eshin to see
the classroom as a space belonging to his students and, as such, he seeks to be conscious of how
the classroom environment “affects each individual kid.” Reflecting on his praxis, Eshin sums it
up by saying: “I don’t even know if I want to call it student-driven anymore. I just want to call it
community driven…human beings interacting in a room together.”
This is who Eshin is as he weaves his story together with the stories of his students–as he
models vulnerability and courage required to be at home with ourselves and each other in a
beloved community. It is the possibility of impermanence and renewal that opens possibilities
for growth and liberation–his own and his students.
Femi’s Story
Theme 1: Trauma-Responsive Relational
Approach as Attentive Love
The photo-narrative in Figure 4.13 focuses on the impact of trauma on brain development
and the behavior of her students. In talking about this photo-narrative reflection during our
second interview, Femi explains that she tries “to create an environment for relationship, a safe
space. And that’s connected to brain development, because we all need to feel safe before we
can connect with anyone.” Femi sees the importance of developing a sense of safety as a basis
for relationships, particularly for high-risk students who have experienced trauma. Femi builds a
foundation for relationships by consistently being present at arrival and dismissal times, by

92
walking with a student when they have gotten in trouble, and by popping into homerooms
knowing their names. Over time, these efforts translate into students recognizing her as a safe
person.
During my first formal observation, Femi is at the 7th grade door on the east side of the
building as students are arriving at school. It is an Early Dismissal day for students, so staff are
dressed more informally to participate in afternoon wellness activities including yoga and
volleyball. Femi stands in the parking lot in her black leggings and a hoodie sweatshirt from her
alma mater. “Good morning, sunshine,” she warmly greets a girl arriving at school without a
mask. Femi makes a call on her walkie talkie and then chats with the girl as they take a short
walk. Soon another staff member arrives with a mask for the student. Another arriving student
sees Femi’s friendly smile and walks over to give her a hug. “You know we are not supposed to
hug (because of Covid protocols),” Femi chides the girl playfully, “but that’s okay.”
After students have entered the building, Mr. Smith, the easy-going, personable principal
of WMS, and two other staff members join Femi. Walking into the building, Mr. Smith speaks
with Femi about a harassment incident that happened the previous day. He wonders if it would
be possible for me to observe her conducting a follow-up circle to process the incident with the
girl who was assaulted and two of her friends. Femi goes to check in with the three girls and get
their consent for me being a part of the restorative circle. The girls, who were okay with me
being an observer, returned with Femi to the conference room in the guidance suite within a few
minutes.
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Figure 4.13
Femi Photo-Narrative Slide 4

Note. When I reflect on how mindfulness shapes how I see my students, I think of brain
development. I know that I am not a medically trained professional, but early on in my career I
was able to learn some basics about brain development, attachment, and trauma, and this
educational foundation really set a paradigmatic shift for me. When I work with students, I am
always interested in learning about their early life experiences, and in an urban setting, they may
not have always been positive ones. Just simply knowing this about a student cannot of course
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make me an expert in their life or understanding why they make the choices that they do, but it
can provide a different perspective for me when I am working with my students. What I have
found, from no formal research of my own, is that at the end of the day, regardless of the
experiences or trauma, it is an authentic, human relationship that seems to have the most
powerful impact.
Sunlight washes through the windows of this room at the front corner of the building as
Femi explains how a restorative circle works. After reviewing circle norms, she starts the circle
process by saying: “Big stuff happened yesterday. How are you feeling?” Some moments of
silence pass, then Femi reaches for the talking piece and begins to give voice to her own
feelings. She expresses that she felt upset about what had happened, but is feeling good about
the consequences for the male student who had engaged in inappropriately touching one of the
girls.
The ice broken, each of the girls takes a turn reaching for the talking piece and sharing
words that describe how they were feeling. “Scared, worried, mad….” Femi explores the feeling
words with them as well as what was communicated about the incident at their homes. Femi
asks one more question before closing the circle: “Can you think of one more thing we can do at
WMS to help you feel safe?” The girls offer a few responses. “Who is your person that you
would come to if something happened to you?” Femi asked. “You,” the girls reply in unison.
Femi’s calm, reassuring presence as well as her willingness to share her own feelings are
an example of how mindfulness helps her be relationally present and responsive to student
trauma. Liston’s (2016) conceptualization of mindfulness as attentive love intersects with
Femi’s relational style and presence with students. The elements of attentive love that Liston
identifies are expressed in the way Femi relates to students. She presumes that good exists
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within each student she works with. She attempts to discern and see others (colleagues and
students) more clearly and justly (mindfully, with great respect and ethical awareness). She
attempts to reduce the noise of self (emotional self-awareness and regulation, and a less selfcentric/more altruistic perspective). Mindfulness shapes the trauma-informed, relational
approach that Femi takes to her life as an educator. It is a way that she embodies mindfulness as
attentive love.
Theme 2: Mindful Use of Time/Silence
Mindfulness influences Femi’s approach to her work as she slows things down, takes her
time with things, and is attentive, reflective, and careful with the task at hand in any given
moment. So whether the task involves supporting a student in a high emotional state, facilitating
a restorative circle to resolve a classroom issue, or navigating the transition between home and
school, Femi values taking a mindful approach through the purposeful use of time and silence.
The photo-narrative in Figure 4.14 illustrates the way mindfulness influences Femi’s
approach with a student “in a high emotional state.” Her approach is not to jump into problemsolving immediately with a student who is heated. Rather, Femi gives students a few minutes to
just sit and get calm, to relax and breathe. Even though Femi does not talk about the “calming
basket” in her office, students who are in a high emotional state typically end up playing with
something from that bin. Femi, recognizing they are not ready to talk, sets about working at her
desk responding to emails until they’re ready. “That’s one way that we practice mindfulness,”
says Femi in our interview later.
Femi’s storying of her life as an educator also reflects the purposeful use of silence to
facilitate deeper engagement with restorative work in a circle process:
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I'm okay with silence, we can just sit here in silence for 20 minutes, to give people time
to process. And people talk. I think people talk. I don't think I've ever been in a
situation where we're in a circle and I say the silence statement and... someone's...
someone's going to break the ice. It just might take a few minutes.
When Femi allows silence to be a part of the hard work that is happening in restorative
circles, it is not easy for a number of reasons. “You really have to control it,” she states, “Like
it’s not easy to just not say anything. And I think some people might perceive like oh that’s just
that person not knowing what to say. But it’s hard not to say anything, and not to speak, because
naturally we just want to fill the void...the space.” And yet, it is clear that in the way Femi stories
her life as an educator, silence serves a therapeutic and pedagogical purpose. Silence is a tool
Femi uses to help facilitate being mindful as she supports students and teachers engaging in this
deeper work of self-reflection and repairing relational harm in the community.
Femi’s purposeful use of silence and long view of time in her work are connected with
her formation as an Orthodox Christian. “I’ve never called it mindfulness until more recently,”
she noted during our first interview. However, her own morning ritual and the liturgies of her
faith community shape the far-reaching soteriological vision that she brings to her work as a
school social worker. For her, silence is an important part of the process of healing. Silence
allows space for reflection, for encountering self, for sitting with uncomfortable feelings, for
allowing a process to unfold in restorative circles. While she believes in the power of a
relationship with students for healing, Femi understands she will not always see the fruit of her
labor. “I like results just as much as the next person but we are talking about human beings. I’m
not always going to see the fruit of my labor.” Femi’s use of silence reflects a holistic way of
perceiving the relation of time and process.
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Figure 4.14
Femi Photo-Narrative Slide 3

Note. I may not necessarily be able to encourage my students to adopt a Orthodox Christian
perspective on the topic, but what I can help them do throughout my day is understand how
mindfulness practices work in a contemporary world, and how they can positively influence
them. I do this mostly through modeling. I also have a calming basket in my office filled with
lots of fidget-like toys. I never talk about the calming basket or make it known that it’s there.
When I work with a student who is in a high emotional state, I typically ask them if they would
benefit from a few minutes to just sit and get calm or relax or breath. Typically the answer is yes.
Within seconds, they gravitate towards the calming bin, without necessarily being prompted.
And in minutes they have self regulated, independently, which is a really hard task to do when
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you are in an emotionally high place. But they are capable, and they do it. Once that happens,
change can happen.
Theme 3: Mindfulness as Self-Knowledge
for the Sake of Others
The photo-narrative in Figure 4.15 describes the way Femi begins her day with a prayer
ritual that helps place her relationship with God and gratitude as a grounding for each day.
Mindfulness practices such as her morning prayer ritual empower Femi to go into her day with
the recognition that she can’t control the people around her, that there are times when she will
walk into a bunch of negativity, but that she has the capacity to bring a different energy.
Mindfulness practices allow Femi “to take more ownership of her day” versus “feeling like a
victim.” This sense of agency allows her to function in her role in ways that are emotionally
intelligent and responsive to the diverse challenges she faces in a given day.
The ritual that grounds Femi for the day also helps her bring a mindful approach to how
she approaches relationships with students, colleagues, and her work. The practice of
mindfulness at the beginning of her day provides an important grounding as she interacts with
students and colleagues. Especially during stressful moments in her day when tension arises, she
is better prepared to respond with self-awareness. She is better able to be reflective regarding
emotions that arise in herself and others and take responsibility for her choices.
Mindfulness as self-knowledge for the sake of others is also reflected in the way that
Femi, as a person of color (she is of Egyptian heritage), understands the importance for students
of color to have role models who look like them. She recognizes the importance of physical
attributes such as her dark, curly hair for building relationships with students. “For the girls,”
Femi stated, “hair is important. They need to see themselves in other people. That’s why I try to
wear my hair curly, because I want them to know, like, natural can be okay. You don’t have to
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straighten your hair.” Seeing the significance of how her hair, as a marker of racial/ethnic
identity, creates opportunities for connecting with students of color in her school is an example
of mindfulness as self-knowledge for the sake of others.

Figure 4.15
Femi Photo-Narrative Slide 1

Note. Everyday I try to begin my day with a morning ritual. I think some would definitely call
this a mindfulness practice. Historically, in the Orthodox Christian perspective, this is just a tool
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built into the faith. We have a Book of Hours or a Prayer Book, with prayers designated for
certain parts of the day. I find that when I stick to this morning ritual on a daily basis my whole
day is different. It helps me place my relationship with God at the forefront and reconnects me to
the day through Psalm 50, the prayer of thanksgiving, and prayers of gratitude. On mornings
when I cannot complete this ritual, mostly due to my own human weaknesses, I know that it will
have a negative impact on my day. Not taking this time to recharge and set for my morning in
this way can have a large negative impact on my work. And vice versa, taking the time to do this
everyday does in turn (even in small increments) have a profound effect on what I can
accomplish throughout the day.
Reflections on Femi’s Story
When I reflect on how mindfulness shapes the meaning and coherence Femi finds in her
life as a school social worker, I am struck by the way she sees her own practice and
transformation as connected to her work and transformation in the lives of her students. It is her
faith and her practice of meditative prayer that ground her sense of self giving her agency and
presence as she interacts with students and colleagues. Femi is clear that her practice of
mindfulness does not suppress or mask her sassy, playful personality. Her identities as a woman
of color, as a social worker, as a person of deep faith help her to contextualize her story amidst
the interlocking stories of school. In the way she talks about the significance of her hair and skin
color for students of color in her building, she is not only reporting the importance of racial
representation in her work with her students, but she is positioning herself narratively in a way
that expresses both her gender identity as well as her intention that the at-risk students of color
feel safe in school and have someone whom they can talk to that looks like them.
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As I reflect on Femi’s narrative sense of self, I see her storying her work in school in a
way that bridges Western notions of self and the Eastern conceptualization that is oriented more
toward process, wholeness, and interconnectedness. Her articulation of how mindfulness shapes
her life as a school social worker is infused with both the richness of a Christian ethic of
love/hospitality (Bretherton, 2004; Ogletree, 2003; Pohl, 1995) and the Eastern sense of
mindfulness as a kind of applied ethics (Hanh & Weare, 2017; Macy, 2003). Femi’s formation
as an Orthodox Christian provides a grounding for the narrative self that is deliberate about time
and silence in restorative circles. The Egyptian (African) part of her story helps her
contextualize her story amidst the stories of race in American schools counter-hegemonically.
Her racial identity is part of her narrative self that she positions in relation to her students of
color as they experience school amidst contested stories about the history of race in this country,
amidst cultural battles these stories will be remembered and told in the context of school.
Through the practice of mindfulness, Femi–who is attuned to the ecological
interconnection of structures of oppression, trauma, brain development, and the lived stories of
her students—is contextualizing her narrative self in a way that draws on something other than a
Western sense of self focused which is focused on a (false) sense of autonomy and
independence. Think about the battles over mask wearing as a public health measure aimed at
the collective good, yet resisted by (Western) narrative selves who cannot see past their
individual rights and freedoms toward the notion of ecological interconnection where the actions
of individuals have consequences for the whole. I digress, the point being that, in Femi’s way of
contextualizing her narrative self in relation to interlocking stories of gender, race, and poverty, I
see a sense of self that is interconnected with a larger (cosmic) understanding of reality that is
rooted in a vision of love and justice–that is rooted in God.
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Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to answer the following research question:
Q1

How does mindfulness shape the way educators find meaning and coherence to
their narrative selves amid complex interlocking contexts in urban schools?

The stories in this chapter provide a window into how mindfulness as a practice shapes
the way participants in this study perceive, interpret and respond to their experience of teaching
in an urban school. The participant stories also provide a rich context, through the lens of a
narrative conception of self, to examine mindfulness as a way of being that has implications for
the preparation and development of teachers and educational leaders.
In her book The Human Condition, Hannah Arendt (1998) writes:
To live together in the world of things is between those who have it in common, as a
table is located between those who sit around it; the world, like every in-between, relates
and separates men at the same time. The public realm, as the common world, gathers us
together and yet prevents our falling over each other, so to speak. What makes mass
society so difficult to bear is not the number of people involved, or at least not primarily,
but the fact that the world between them has lost its power to gather them together, to
relate and to separate them. (pp. 52-53)
I cite Arendt and her table metaphor because it provides a helpful way of thinking about my task
in presenting and discussing the findings of this study. Arendt’s table metaphor speaks to the
way the participants of this study have the practice of mindfulness as well as “the classroom” in
common, but they also have different perspectives as a consequence of being positioned
differently around the table because of their embodied identities and unique ways of
contextualizing their stories in relation to the stories of their students and the story of school writ
large. That is, the presentation of findings that follows, highlights findings that represent the
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nature of the table between them as well as the unique perspectives and ways of storying
mindfulness that they offer from their different places around the table.
Finding 1: Mindfulness Is a Practice
for Grounding the Teaching Self
A key finding in this study is that mindfulness provides a grounding for self. While this
finding runs through the narratives of each participant, it is articulated differently as their
narrative selves and embodied identities are positioned differently in relation to the embodied
identities and storied lives of their students and in relation to a broader story about school driven
by a neoliberal impulse toward efficiency and a Western conceptualization of self. This finding
extends the work of others who have provided insights into the subjective dimensions of
education (i.e., Ergas, 2014; Huebner, 1999; Palmer, 1983, 2017) while also integrating more
Eastern/Buddhist notions of the self as part of an ecologically interconnected web of being
(Macy, 2003).
Mindfulness as a grounding for self is evident, for example, in the way Eshin’s photonarrative (Figure 4.9) talks about finding a home in teaching. The photo of the kitschy, creative
whiteboard in the back of the classroom is an artifact that provides a window into how Eshin
sees mindfulness shaping who he is as a teacher. The photo-narrative speaks to the challenge
teachers face of integrating who they are as a person (i.e., neurotic mess, creative artist) with
their role in the classroom. The sense of self and positionality that Eshin brings to the classroom
as a cisgender, white male whose practice of mindfulness and embodied identity in the classroom
is more influenced by Buddhism than Christianity helps ground his teaching self in ways that decenter his positionality in relation to his students. He has found a home in teaching, but his
mindfulness practice also is focused on making sure the complex stories and embodied identities
of his students also find a home in his classroom.
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The theme of mindfulness as a grounding for self also comes through very strongly in
Avril’s story--particularly when she writes and talks about the transition from home to school
(Figure 4.4) and the challenge of creating a cohesive story of self as she navigates this
transition. Mindfulness helps her navigate the transition between different social spaces in a way
that she makes sense of in terms of her story in relation to time, place, and purpose
(telos). However, her way of positioning herself is unique in the way it brings a deep awareness
of how issues of class and the struggle of poverty intersect with her own narrative self and the
emerging narrative selves of her students.
Femi’s story also provides unique insight into mindfulness as a grounding for self in the
way she frames her whole approach to mindfulness through the lens of practices and perspectives
that are a part of her Orthodox Christian faith. Through this lens, she sees her work in school as
an extension of her narrative quest, as an Orthodox Christian. The practice of a morning ritual
(Figure 4.14), which is connected with a broader tradition, provides a grounding for her to see
her work as a school social worker as an extension of her own personal transformation and
healing into the world. Her purposeful use of time and silence in working with students one-onone or in restorative circles is one expression of how mindfulness as a grounding for self
increases her capacity to provide a grounded space for others to do their own work.
Although Johanna connects with a different part of the Christian tradition than Femi, her
integration of mindfulness practices with her own spirituality have helped her grow as an
educator. Her own growth has involved learning how mindfulness could be integrated with the
practices of Christianity such as prayer or Bible verses. Her own growth as a culturallyresponsive teacher who is also guided by trauma-informed pedagogical praxis represents both a
process of professional development and her own narrative work that allowed her to grow and
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change in ways that preserved the integrity of her narrative self as a Christian and also were
more responsive to the complex stories and diverse embodied identities of her students.
Mindfulness as grounding for self is reflected in the way that Aiyana’s practice is rooted
in her own narrative history as a person of Native American descent, but also in the way she
performs that identity by drawing on other stories (i.e., yoga) that allow her to feel grounded in
her teaching praxis. Aiyana’s grounded self is not a Western, atomistic self. Rather, it is a self
that is ecologically interconnected with a larger web of being that connects her story with the
story of her elders and with the stories of her students. It is this grounding that enables Aiyana to
push back on a neoliberal conceptualization of self as she teaches and models mindfulness
practices and ethical values for her students. As she does this, she invites her students into a
larger story of meaning–a story that is about becoming ourselves (in all our diversity) in a way
that respects a larger circle of being.
Finding 2: Mindfulness Is a Holistic
Way of Perceiving the Classroom
Situation
This finding speaks to how mindfulness impacts the way each participant, in different
ways, stories their teaching life in an urban school as part of a bigger picture. In the stories of
the participants of this study, mindfulness helps them take into consideration the lives of their
students outside of school. Participant stories reflect a kind of place-consciousness, an
awareness of the impact of poverty and systemic oppression on human development, and
education as a means of transformation and liberation.
Mindfulness as a holistic way of perceiving the goals of education is reflected in the way
all five participants see student behavior as communication. For Avril, this shows up in the way
she perceives chaos in the classroom as a good thing at times. Mindfulness provides a lens that
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is non-judgmental and curious. Both Avril and Femi talked about the importance of recognizing
the impact of traumatic early life experiences on the human brain. This holistic way of
perceiving enables them to position themselves in relation to their students differently as they
respond to emotionally charged, chaotic moments with students. Johanna articulates
mindfulness as a way of being that helps her be more responsive to the social and emotional
needs of her students as they deal with “big feelings” and act out what is going on in their
bodies. Mindfulness helps Johanna move from a lens colored by the cortisol surge of the
“survival brain” to one that is more reflective and skillful as she interprets and responds to the
needs of her pre-K students.
Mindfulness as a holistic way of perceiving also has to do with the way participants story
their teaching lives in urban schools in relation to place. Aiyana and Eshin also describe
mindfulness as a way of perceiving their teaching lives in relation to the interlocking narratives
of poverty, racial injustice, and oppression in the lives of their students. Aiyana’s mindfulness
practice helps her perceive a connection between poverty, particular neighborhoods she passes
through on her morning commute, and the needs of students in her classroom. While Eshin’s
story includes a more overt social justice focus amidst systems of oppression, his holistic way of
perceiving the aims of education intersect with a broader vision of education for the sake of
liberation--for the sake of transcending one’s existence. Eshin and Aiyana articulate a
perspective on how mindfulness shapes their teaching praxis that is more closely connected and
overtly cognizant of the influence of Buddhist conceptualizations of mindfulness as a holistic
unfolding of reality as an interconnected web of being which we are all part of (Macy, 2003).
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Finding 3: Mindfulness Is a Calling to
Create a Beloved Community of
Learning
As noted in Chapter II, mindfulness applications for educators have drawn on a Western
(secularized) conceptualization of practices which serve as a means to certain ends. That is,
mindfulness applications in the Western context have, by and large, been focused on helping
individuals develop qualities such as resilience, emotional regulation, and loving attention to the
present moment in order to better serve ends that are defined by larger structural forces in
education. Some might ask whether this way of envisioning mindfulness applications for
teachers renders it as merely another instrumental means by which a neoliberal agenda for
education is realized.
As I examine the stories told and lived by the participants of this study I see a sense of
call to create a beloved community of learning. This sense of call is consonant with the way
Hansen (2021) describes an ethical approach to teaching that aims to help the next generation
develop a spirit of mutual care and concern while supporting each student’s way of being in the
world. The call to create a beloved community is a call to recognize the context in which the
relationships of a classroom are unfolding in a space that is about the pursuit of love and justice–
an ethical space that is not merely focused on the individual pursuit of happiness, but a larger
story of meaning that has to do with, to draw on Hansen, “a spirit of mutual care and concern”
that also supports “each student’s way of being in the world.”
Each participant, in different ways, articulated a sense of call to create a beloved
community of learning that both supports each student's way of being in the world as well as a
larger project that inevitably has to do with how our individual stories are embedded within
history because of our positionalities. Avril seeks to create this beloved community of learning
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when she allows students to find different spaces in her classroom–spaces that support their
individual needs while at the same time respecting the needs of others. Aiyana articulates this
sense of call in terms of a quest to create a space in her classroom where students feel safe and
welcomed–a space where they can “become their best selves” in her classroom and in the
world.
Eshin’s classroom management style is another example of the mindfulness is a kind of
praxis which sees students as actively co-creating a beloved community in his classroom. In this
way mindfulness allows his choices in the classroom to embody the “applied ethics” Thich Nhat
Hanh talks about as being able to address the roots of violence and injustice. I would argue that
mindfulness as a way of being makes possible transformative possibilities as Eshin and the other
participants create a beloved community of mutual belonging that the neoliberal project cannot
produce because it is based on an entirely different conception of the relationship of the self to
the whole. Mindfulness informed pedagogy, then, makes possible a quest to create a beloved
community of learning because it draws on an alternative conceptualization of self–one that is
not autonomous and independent, but rather interdependent with a larger collective reality.
Mindfulness, in the tradition of the Hebrew prophets and Thoreau at Walden pond, is a
kind of prophetic consciousness that emerges from a willingness to abandon (Cavell’s reading of
Thoreau would say [get] “lost”) the dominant project of the age in order to become grounded in
something that is deeper and truer. Through their practice of mindfulness, the participants of this
study speak a kind of prophetic word to power that challenges a neoliberal conceptualization of
education in a way that is similar to Thoreau’s project at Walden pond. Mindfulness as a
grounding for beloved community has to do with a narrative sense of self that defies neoliberal
categories and resists being co-opted by the system. It is at once a grounding for self, and a
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holistic way of perceiving, and a commitment to love and justice that makes possible the creation
of a beloved community of learning. These findings have implications as we think about
mindfulness in the context of teacher education, professional development, and teacher
evaluation. Chapter V will take up the work of discussing the implications and significance of
these findings.
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CHAPTER V
ANALYSIS, INTERPRETATION, AND SYNTHESIS
OF FINDINGS
This dissertation sought to answer the following research question:
Q1

How does mindfulness shape the way educators find meaning and coherence to
their narrative selves amid complex interlocking contexts in urban schools?

Embedded in this question is a narrative concept of self that guides the approach of this
study to answering the question. Using a photo-narrative inquiry and interviews to collect data, I
constructed narrative vignettes that highlighted themes internal to each participant’s way of
storying their teaching lives in urban schools through the lens of mindfulness. Analysis of
participant stories leads to the conclusion that mindfulness is a grounding for self and a holistic
way of perceiving that is expressed as a sense of call to create a beloved community of
learning. This finding has significance in the way it both confirms and deepens existing
literature on mindfulness in the lives of educators, but also in the way it offers a kind of
subversive counter-narrative to the purpose of mindfulness within the story of education in this
country. The purpose of this chapter is to explore the significance and implications of this
overarching finding in relation to both theoretical and practical considerations.
Theoretical Implications
As referenced in Chapter II, many studies have looked at the impact of mindfulness
training for educators with very promising results in terms of a variety of tangible outcomes such
as: self-care, resilience and burnout prevention (Flook et al., 2013; Meiklejohn et al., 2012;
Schussler et al., 2018; Shapiro et al., 2016); a means to develop social and emotional
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competencies that are critical to effective teaching (Gökhan et al., 2010; Soloway et al., 2011);
and a means of supporting student and classroom outcomes (Jennings et al., 2012). Shapiro and
Carlson (2009) talk about mindfulness in ways that intersect more directly with the findings of
this study when they describe it not only as a practice or a skill, but a fundamental way of
perceiving and being that can influence the way educators are present and respond to students.
However, the findings of this study extend the work of Shapiro and Carlson by exploring the
ontological dimensions of mindfulness through the lens of a narrative conception of self.
The findings of this study also build on and extend the work of Connelly and Clandinin
who have been at the forefront of showing how narrative inquiry can be used in educational and
social science settings. In particular, the approach of this study in taking the narrative self both
as method of inquiry and a phenomenon to be studied is resonant with the way, early on,
Connelly and Clandinin (1990) define narrative as both phenomenon and method. Connelly and
Clandinin distinguish phenomenon from method by saying that “people by nature lead storied
lives and tell stories of those lives, whereas narrative researchers describe such lives, collect and
tell stories of them, and write narratives of experience.” This study built on the understanding
developed by Connelly and Clandinin in significant ways. The research question itself is framed
in a way that acknowledges the narrative quality of human lives.
By drawing MacIntyre, Cavell, and Thoreau into conversation with Connelly and
Clandinin, I develop a more dynamic theoretical lens--an ontological lens--for interpreting
teacher stories. The findings of this study assert that mindfulness is a kind of professional
knowledge that is related to the process of becoming oneself. That is, the findings assert a kind
of ontological truth that mindfulness is related to particular ways in which educators story their
teaching lives.
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This is where MacIntyre, in particular, provides a conceptual framework that helps to
extend the work of Clandinin and Connelly in relation to storied lives as the studied
phenomenon. Clandinin and Connelly’s framework of narrative inquiry as three-dimensional
space (time, place, personal/social) is helpful as we think about a methodological approach to
understanding mindfulness in the lives of educators. But I would argue that an ontological
approach is needed to clarify the ambiguity that I find in Clandinin and Connelly’s (2004)
definition of “three-dimensional narrative inquiry space.” For example, their description use of
“three-dimensional narrative inquiry” provides evidence that they are focused more on narrative
as a methodology when they write: “...any particular [narrative] inquiry is defined by this threedimensional space: studies have temporal dimensions and address temporal matters; they focus
on the personal and the social in a balance appropriate to the inquiry; and they occur in specific
places or sequences of places” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004, p. 50). This lens is present in the
approach taken by the photo-narrative methodology of this study, but extended in the way I use a
narrative conception of self to explore participants’ subjective understanding of mindfulness. It
is evident in the way Eshin talks about finding a home in teaching that is able to hold “neurotic”
and “creative” aspects of his being. I also think of Johanna’s work to integrate mindfulness
practices with her embodied identity as a Christian, or the way Femi’s mindfulness practice is
rooted in her identity as an Orthodox Christian. These are just several examples of the way an
ontological lens deepens our understanding of mindfulness, not merely as a means to an end, but
as a way of being that shapes the praxis of educators in urban schools.
I would argue that the findings of this study have significance in the way they shed light
on the many things it can mean as we examine the various articulations in the participants of this
story through the ontological lens of a narrative conception of self. The assertion that, for the
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participants of this study, mindfulness is a way of becoming themselves, has significance as we
think about how becoming oneself is related to the interlocking stories in urban schools. What
do I mean? What does it mean to practice mindfulness as a way of becoming oneself amidst
complex interlocking stories about school that intersect with stories about gender, race, and
poverty?
What does it mean, for example, for mindful educators to contextualize their stories in
relation to narratives about students of color having the same educational opportunities as white
children because, sixty-seven years ago, when the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that racial
segregation of children in public schools was unconstitutional? I ask this question in the context
of a history of devoting public and policy energy to justice in schools, while avoiding the deeper
work required for transforming systems of oppression into a beloved community of love and
justice.
A study by The Civil Rights Project (Frankenberg et al., 2019) reporting on the progress
we have made 65 years after Brown, suggests that, despite the ruling that segregated education is
“inherently unequal” and creates irreversible harm to segregated students, we have not made
significant progress in the work of integrating schools. The report highlights a series of Supreme
Court decisions in the 1990s that led to the end of hundreds of desegregation orders and plans
across the nation–decisions that have led to a rise in racial and economic segregation that has
continued unchecked for nearly three decades, placing the promise of Brown at risk.
When we talk about the complex interlocking stories of urban schools, this accreted racial
history must be considered along with housing and economic policies that have served to
perpetuate separate and unequal schools. This is the story Kozol (2012) tells in describing the
savage inequalities between suburban schools that serve a majority white students and urban
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schools that exist in and serve poorer, browner neighborhoods. This is the story of teaching as a
racialized and gendered profession reflected in data that shows White teachers make up 80% of
the nation’s K-12 public educators (National Center for Education Statistics, 2018). These
figures demonstrate the continued, hegemonic presence of Whiteness in education that is
connected to 150 years of white upper middle class women doing public-service work as a way
of being professional but also of being feminine (Batlan, 2015).
The claim of this study is that one of the ways mindfulness has significance for educators
in urban schools is that it enables them to contextualize their narrative selves in ways that push
against and challenge the accreted histories of race and gender that exist in urban schools. They
are able to do this subversive work because mindfulness is not merely a tool or a self-help
technique, but rather a kind of “applied ethics” that has the capacity to address the roots of
violence and injustice as well as bring wholeness to individuals, schools, families, and society
(Hanh & Weare, 2017). In so doing, the participants push against the accreted histories of
gender, race, and poverty as they use mindfulness as a kind of applied ethic or praxis of
hospitality as an ethic of love. In so doing, both in their embodied identities and in their teaching
praxis, mindfulness enables them as educators to push against a neoliberal conception of
education as they work to create a beloved community that is hospitable to the embodied
identities and positionality of their students.
If mindfulness in classrooms/educational spaces is the table (Arendt’s metaphor), then the
praxis of the participants of this study is a way of addressing the roots of violence and injustice,
not by preserving the rights to an education of sovereign individuals, but as their practice creates
a beloved community where every student is welcomed. In his response to this question, Eshin
included reflections on his identity as a straight, cis-gender white man. While certainly not
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threatened like most other identities, Eshin noted that mindfulness meditation helps him to focus
on his body and his true self which includes aspects of his being that are not necessarily
perceived externally. In a follow-up email, Eshin writes:
Meditation has really helped me in a variety of ways. In the classroom, this goes back to
the idea of trying to be aware of the existence of the students in my room, and
remembering that, even as I work on feeling at ease with my own self, body and mind,
many of my students are feeling their own discomfort with their bodies and minds. Being
aware of this helps me remember when and how to model healthy behavior. Through
mindfulness reflection, I’ve become more accepting of my own true self, whether it’s
neurodivergent characteristics that travel with me as a result of ADD, my physical and
emotional responses to PTSD, anxiety, and depression, my identity among my students as
a white person, as a straight person, as an elder, as a fellow human–we are all of these
things, and the more we know about ourselves, the more authentic we can be. When I
can accept these personal traits, I become empowered to speak and behave more
authentically and with more empathy.
This extended quote provides a window into what I mean when I say that Eshin contextualizes
his story as a white male educator in an urban school in a way that, I believe, challenges the
notion that his positionality is a taken-for-granted default. While recognizing inherent privileges
that go with his identity as white person, as a straight person; he also positions himself in relation
to his students as “an elder, as a fellow human.” Mindfulness makes possible authentic selfknowledge that is not closed off from the complex stories of gender, race, and poverty in the
lives of his students. Rather, mindfulness as a way of becoming himself enables Eshin to accept
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his own human idiosyncrasies and personality traits enabling him to “speak and behave more
authentically and with more empathy” with his students.
In my reflections on Femi’s story in Chapter IV, I commented on how I see her identity
as a woman of color intersecting with the way she positions herself in relation to the complex
stories of gender, race, and poverty in the lives of her students. I suggested that mindfulness
enables Femi to story her life as a school social worker and an educator in ways that are critically
conscious of and responsive to complex stories about trauma, brain development, and school
success. By being attentive to the way she presents herself with students, the clothing she wears,
the language she uses, the way she fixes her hair, not only is she helping to her students of color
connect with someone who looks like them and talks like them, but she is also doing and being
something that pushes back against a larger hegemonic education system which is seemingly
intractably segregated along color lines.
When we consider the research that shows how segregation has strong, negative
relationships with the achievement, college success, long-term employment and income of
students of color (Frankenberg et al., 2019), we begin to appreciate mindfulness as a way of
being that has serious implications to push back against a system that has sought to realize a
more just and democratic education through externally imposed policies which have not
delivered on real change. Femi’s story demonstrates the connection between mindfulness as a
kind of professional knowledge that connects with culturally-responsive pedagogy that has the
capacity to transform the way students of color experience school (Michalec & Wilson, 2021)
The identities and embodied presence of the white women in this study also push back
against the complex stories of gender, race, and poverty that define the educational landscape in
America. Their embodied presence represents a subversive counter-narrative to prevailing
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stories about gender, race, poverty, and education in the era of Trumpism. Despite the growing
diversity of American schools, the larger political climate has complicated educators’ efforts to
effectively make schools welcoming for the students they enroll who are increasingly
multiracial. Again, a report by The Civil Rights Project (Frankenberg et al., 2019) asserts how
the overall school climate in American public schools has been affected by divisive and
aggressive recent political dialogues. From explicitly negative statements toward immigrants
and certain racial and ethnic groups by President Donald Trump to the surging political activism
of parents seeking to ban critical race theory and SEL from public schools, the landscape of
education in America is one characterized by a charged debate about how the history of race in
this country will be remembered and taught. It is in this context that I see the stories of the white
teachers in this study as significant for the way they contextualize Whiteness. The stories of the
White participants in this study represent a kind of counter-narrative to widespread attempts to
sanitize White identity by imposing readings of history that ignore White participation and
complicity with cycles of oppression.
I am thinking, for example, of Avril’s willingness to contextualize her own storied
identity of both privilege and struggle in a lesson with her students. By sharing a story about the
wealth gap between her working poor, White parents in a lesson, Avril positions herself in
relation to the complex stories of her students in a way that is hospitable to marginality and
economic struggle. Mindfulness enables Avril to position herself in a way that challenges the
invisibility of socio-economic layers of her identity. By bringing them out into the open she is
contextualizing her own story in relation to the complex stories of her students. In ways that she
may or may not be overtly aware of every time she does something like this, she is challenging
the hegemony of a Western narrative self that would deny systemic oppression, rebuff attempts
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to level the playing field is level, and protest critical readings of history that see restorative
intervention like SEL and mindfulness as essential to the work of justice and freedom in
democratic societies.
Mindfulness as a grounding for self and a holistic way of perceiving also orients the
participants in this study to act in ways that reflect an ethic of love. While it is not necessarily a
programmatic goal of the teaching enterprise to provide a grounding for self, the findings of this
study suggest that mindfulness can play a significant role in terms of an authentic narrative self
that is moving toward a holistic vision of the collective good. Mindfulness as a narrative sense
of becoming oneself in relation to a larger story of meaning that is about a beloved community,
justice, and the ecological interconnection of all things has significance as a vision of education
that goes beyond a neoliberal focus on self-realization within a technocratic, market driven
society. In this regard, the freedom of self is not a kind of theoretical abstraction that leads to a
political vision aimed at preserving the imperial self within a larger aggregate of free
selves. Rather, becoming oneself, as Thoreau teaches us, is always about a larger project–the
awakening of a slumbering society.
We cannot fully appreciate the way educators who practice mindfulness subvert an
educational landscape where efforts to bring about justice for all are primarily concentrated on
policy battles over curriculum, standards, and funding. The findings of this study reveal an
alternative pathway to bringing about freedom and justice for all in American schools. The
stories of the participants of this study suggest that mindfulness has a key role to play when it
comes to embodying a politics of love and inclusion–a politics that is grounded in a holistic way
of seeing the storied identities and positionality of students in any context. This is where
educators like the ones in this study show how mindfulness serves as a resource not only for the
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neoliberal establishment but as a means to reframe education in terms of a beloved community of
belonging within which the embodied identities of students have a place at the table and their
voices, their perspectives, and their agency have meaning in relation to a larger project that is
about love, justice, and the transformation of society into a beloved community.
Becoming ourselves has to do with a sense of agency that can only happen as we begin to
find the words to articulate who we are, how we see the world and one another, and our sense of
our tasks in this world and community. When Avril is present enough in her life and her
language that she recognizes and names the transition to school as a jarring experience, she
shows us how mindfulness as a grounding for self and a way of perceiving empowers educators
to recognize tensions between their authentic self and the structure of school. Relationships with
students and teaching content are not the cause of why it is jarring. When Eshin speaks of his
transition from a publishing job in New York City to discovering a call to teach, his story is
infused with a sense of agency that came about through the traumatic experiences of being in
lower Manhattan on 9/11. His story is evocative of Cavell’s claim that lostness is a necessary
component of adult growth and transformation. Being lost makes possible a transformational
shift in Eshin’s narrative self and in the way he positions himself in the world. His lostness leads
to a new way of articulating who he is and what his task is in this world and
community. Mindfulness is central to this journey.
What I learned from my experience of teaching at Ferguson, what I am still learning as I
now teach the urban school closer to home where I conducted this study, is what Thoreau and the
Hebrew prophets understood to be true. That is, that becoming ourselves involves learning again
and again how to live in the present moment. Which, as Thoreau puts it, involves learning how
to stand between the past and the future and not lose ourselves. For educators trying to create a
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teaching life amidst the, at times, chaotic stress of human becoming that is urban schools,
mindfulness is a way of being that grounds the teaching self, a holistic way of seeing the
classroom situation, and an orientation toward enacting an ethic of love. Mindfulness is a way of
becoming oneself that has implications for educators and teacher education.
Practical Implications for Preparing
and Developing Educators
The findings of this study have significance in the way they push back on a
conceptualization of mindfulness for educators that is primarily about preventing teacher burnout
and making them more effective in the classroom. While there is value in these understandings
of mindfulness for educators, this way of seeing mindfulness is also at risk of being co-opted by
a neoliberal educational agenda focused as it is on individual rights in service of market
capitalism. What the stories of the participants of this study show is that mindfulness, through a
narrative conception of self, is a phenomenon that when explored ontologically rather than
instrumentally, has the potential to produce educators who as grounded selves are able to
perceive their students lives holistically, are able to discern a sense of call that goes deeper than
delivering the educational goods. What the participant stories show is a deeper relationship
between mindfulness and equity work, justice work–the work of building a more inclusive,
democratic society. Because mindfulness is actually about a way of being that is culturallyresponsive (Michalec & Wilson, 2021) and a way of seeing the ecologically interconnected
(Macy, 2003), it has implications for how we prepare teachers.
The findings also have significance in relation to calls for a greater attention to the inner
life of teaching (Jenlink, 2014; Palmer, 2017; Valtierra & Michalec, 2017). These findings are
consonant with what Valtierra and Michalec (2017), for example, are after in what they call
“deep curriculum.” Particularly in the goal of empowering new teachers to author their own
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pedagogical identities. Cultivating the self as a context of transformative professional
development through programs such as Courage to Lead is one example of initiatives aimed at
personal and professional renewal for educators (Intrator & Scribner, 2003; Jurow, 2009).
The findings of this study provide evidence of the role mindfulness can play in reintegrating the self into the practice of teaching and into the way teacher education programs
prepare teachers. Palmer (2017) argues that the question “who is the self that teaches,” while
important, is rarely addressed in teacher education (p. 4). Ergas (2017) describes and
demonstrates one way in which a teacher education course might integrate mindfulness as a way
of investigating self. Drawing on an approach to teacher education that emphasizes the teacher’s
identity as a unique self, Ergas has developed an elective course entitled “Education,
mindfulness, and self.” The aim of the course according to Ergas (2017) is “to create the
conditions by which students will be able to question and critique education from the perspective
of their own selves” (p. 223). In the course, mindfulness practice helps to create the conditions
for “reclaiming self” within educational systems which socialize teachers into a functional role
driven by external standards. If teachers teach who they are (i.e., self), then there needs to be
more than a conceptual connection between teacher identity and teaching practice. The findings
of this study suggest that mindfulness practice is one practical way to make that connection.
The model implemented by Ergas (2017) in a 14-session elective teacher education
course included the following elements:
•

Guided (10-20 mins) mindfulness practice accompanied by pre- and postjournaling (5 mins);

•

Q & A stemming from the practice (10 mins); and
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•

A lecture and discussion of the association of self with education based on
scholarship in the field.

Aside from the structure of each session as described above, other requirements of the course
included (a) a home practice of approximately 15 minutes of mindfulness including pre-and postjournaling following the guidelines given during the lessons and (b) a final project based entirely
on students’ journals that asked students to write a 2,000 word essay that describes whether and
how their understanding of “self” and “education” changed as a result of practicing mindfulness
as contemplative inquiry. Ergas identifies various difficulties encountered, including students
who turn in final projects that explain how their self-understanding and views about education
have not changed at all and why mindfulness is pointless.
I believe the findings of this study have implications for a teacher education course like
the one developed by Ergas. A narrative concept of self provides a more dynamic theoretical
lens for understanding the challenges Ergas encountered in his course. Not only is mindfulness a
practice to be learned that has implications in terms of the learned responses and tools educators
bring to the classroom, but it also is a way of being a narrative self. This means that when
teacher educators seek to integrate mindfulness practices into their teacher preparation courses
and curriculum, it is important to also provide opportunities for students to do the narrative work
of integration. The photo-narrative inquiry approach of this study offers one approach to what
this might look like. Although the curricular-pedagogical model developed by Ergas included
home practice of mindfulness as well as pre- and post- journaling about the experience of the
practice, I would argue that shifting the focus of student reflection from their experience of the
practice itself to ways they experience mindfulness in their daily life might help students see
mindfulness as related to their becoming themselves as educators.
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Directions for Future Work
The findings of this study provide evidence that supports further work in regards to the
relationship between mindfulness, teacher identity, and classroom practice. For example, one
area for further investigation would be to explore how mindfulness is expressed in the teaching
lives of educators as a kind of complementary curriculum (Moroye, 2009). It would be
interesting to explore further what curriculum theory has to say about the implications of
mindfulness for the way educators story their teaching lives, perceive their classroom space, their
curriculum, their relationships with students, and their management style.
What are the implications of a narrative conception of self for the way we prepare future
educators to use mindfulness in their teaching practice? What are the implications for teacher
education programs? What are the implications for the approach schools take to professional
development opportunities focused on integrating mindfulness into teaching practice? While
mindfulness has clearly been shown to be a valuable resource for supporting SEL initiatives that
are a part of the explicit curriculum of a growing number of schools, the findings of this study
reflect the importance of providing ongoing coaching if mindfulness is to be integrated into the
pedagogical dimension of schools in a cohesive way.
The stories of Aiyana, Avril, Johanna, Eshin and Dr. Femi suggest that mindfulness is not
merely an instrumental means to promote teacher resiliency, but rather a dynamic pathway to
becoming ourselves. While Soloway (2016) and others have advocated for mindfulness training
to be included in teacher education programs in colleges and universities because of the novel
and much needed skills developed which are not usually addressed in typical teacher education
programs, the findings of this study suggest a need for further work investigating how a narrative
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concept of self intersects with the programmatic initiatives of schools seeking to equip teachers
in the area of mindfulness through training and professional development opportunities.
If mindfulness is a grounding for the teaching self and a holistic way of perceiving that
orients educators to act in ways that reflect an ethic of love, further study is needed to uncover
how this impacts students. How might mindfulness as a way of becoming ourselves hold
promise for a democratic vision of education that empowers students to be grounded as narrative
selves who are learning, through the practice of mindfulness, to perceive their lived experience
not as determinative, but as an opportunity to exercise their own agency and voice through
skillful and learned responses? How might mindfulness as a way of becoming be introduced in
relation to the narrative quest of students pursuing their own meaning, amidst entrenched
structures that would determine their existence? What might this kind of study look like if it
were conducted with students? How might a photo-narrative inquiry into mindfulness in the
lives of students shed further light on the relationship of mindfulness with the narrative
self? While not exhaustive, these questions point to fertile ground for further study.
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My name is Brian Miller and I am a doctoral candidate at the University of Northern Colorado. I
am currently looking for 3-5 participants who would be willing to be a part of my dissertation
research. The research question I am asking in this study is this: How does mindfulness shape the
way educators story their teaching life in urban schools?
In order to answer this question, I am planning to conduct a photo-narrative inquiry in which
participants will be asked to do the following: (1) take one photo per day for a week of teaching
as a response to inquiry questions about mindfulness in their teaching experience; (2) write brief
(paragraph-length) narratives reflecting on how each photo represents a response to the inquiry
questions; (3) allow me to conduct two observations of your teaching (in-person or via Zoom);
(4) participate in two interviews approximately 45-60 minutes each (one prior to the photonarrative inquiry and one following the photo-narrative inquiry). The first interview would focus
on your journey with mindfulness and your story of coming to teach in an urban school. The
second interview would focus on participant-generated photos and narratives as a starting point
for how educators story their experience of teaching mindfully in an urban K-12 school.
As a qualitative study, I will strive to describe the meaning of my findings from the perspective
of my research participants. To that end, I plan to compose field texts based on my observations
and interviews which will be audio-recorded and later transcribed. As I move from field texts to
research texts I will give participants an opportunity to provide feedback on how I am
interpreting and analyzing the data to identify emergent themes. This iterative process will be
used to construct narrative portrait vignettes of each participant and the themes that capture how
mindfulness shapes their stories as educators teaching in an urban K-12 school.
If you are interested in this study and willing to be a participant, please fill out the Screening
Survey linked here. If you are chosen to be a part of the study, I will reach out to you via email
to schedule observations and interviews.
Please note that all your information will be kept confidential. For instance, any identifying
information (such as names) will be adjusted. Upon completion of the second interview, you
will receive a $50 gift card.
Brian Miller, EdD candidate
University of Northern Colorado
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1. Name:
2. Email address:
3. Describe how your school is currently delivering instruction in the midst of the Covid-19
pandemic (in-person, remote, hybrid).
4. How many years have you been a teacher?
5. What is your current position in education?
6. Briefly describe your journey with mindfulness?
7. How do you practice mindfulness in your personal or professional life?
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CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH
University of Northern Colorado
Study Title: A Photo-Narrative Inquiry into Mindfulness in the Teaching Lives of Urban
Educators
Researcher: John Brian Miller, Doctoral Candidate, University of Northern Colorado
Advisor: Dr. Derek Gottlieb, Ph.D., Education Foundations & Curriculum Studies
Email: derek.gottlieb@unco.edu
Purpose and Description: This research project seeks to discover how mindfulness shapes the
way educators story their experience in urban K-12 schools. In light of the need for more
research on mindfulness investigating the subjective experience of educators, this qualitative
study will seek to fill this gap by conducting a photo-narrative inquiry that will shed light on how
educators perceive, interpret, and make meaning of their experience of mindfulness in urban
schools through their photos and narrative reflections.
As a photo-narrative inquiry, I will be asking participants to do the following:
1. Take one photo per day for a week of teaching as a response to the following inquiry
questions:
1. Where do you experience mindfulness in your teaching life?
2. How is mindfulness part of your teaching life?
3. How does mindfulness shape who you are as a teacher?
4. How does mindfulness shape how you see your students?
5. How does mindfulness shape how you see the place where you teach?
2. Write brief (paragraph-length) narratives reflecting on how each photo represents a
response to the inquiry questions.
3. Allow me to conduct two observations of your teaching (in-person or via Zoom).
4. Participate in two interviews approximately 45-60 minutes each (one prior to the photonarrative inquiry and one following the photo-narrative inquiry). The first interview
would focus on your journey with mindfulness and your story of coming to teach in an
urban school. The second interview would focus on participant-generated photos and
narratives as a starting point for how educators story their experience of teaching
mindfully in an urban K-12 school.
The initial phase of the research described above will take place over 2-4 weeks. I plan to
compose field texts based on my observations and interviews which will be audio-recorded and
later transcribed. As I move from field texts to research texts I will give you an opportunity to
provide feedback on how I am interpreting and analyzing the data to identify emergent
themes. These follow-up check-ins will be used to ensure that I construct narrative portrait
vignettes that represent the meaning and perspectives of you the participant.
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At the end of the study, I would be happy to share your data with you at your request. I will take
every precaution in order to protect the confidentiality of your participation. I will assign a
pseudonym to you. Only the lead investigator and his research advisor will know the name
connected with a pseudonym and when I report data, your name will not be used. Data collected
and analyzed for this study will be kept in a password-protected Google drive, which is only
accessible by the researcher.
Potential risks in this project are minimal. Participants in photo-narrative research report a
general enjoyment in participating in reflexive photography studies. However, as with any
reflective activity, there is the potential that you may share personal or confidential information,
or that you may feel uncomfortable talking about some topics that surface during the photonarrative inquiry. One of the reasons I have chosen the photo-narrative elicitation method of
collecting data is that it empowers you the participant to share perceptions of experience,
emotions and feelings through photos and to interpret your own life and social context through
narratives in a way that makes sense and is comfortable to you. At any point in the process, you
do not have to answer any interview question that you feel is too personal or makes you feel
uncomfortable.
Upon completion, you will receive a $50 gift card. In addition to this small token of
appreciation, my hope as a researcher is that you find participation in this study to be an
energizing and meaningful opportunity for reflecting on how mindfulness shapes your teaching
life in an urban context. More broadly, I believe educational leaders seeking to integrate
mindfulness into policy and practices in urban schools and beyond will benefit from the results
of this study.
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you begin
participation you may still decide to stop or withdraw at any time. Your decision will be
respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Having read
the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please sign below if you would
like to participate in this research. A copy of this form will be given to you to retain for future
reference. If you have any concerns about your selection or treatment as a research participant,
please contact Nicole Morse, Office of Research, Kepner Hall, University of Northern Colorado
Greeley, CO 80639; 970-351-1910.

_______________________________________________
Subject’s Signature
Date
_______________________________________________
Researcher’s Signature
Date
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SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
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First Interview
1. Can you tell me how you were introduced to mindfulness?
2. What led you to participate in mindfulness training for educators?
3. How do you practice mindfulness?
4. How do you see mindfulness shaping your approach to education?
5. What is your intention with mindfulness in your life as an educator? How does it shape who
you are in your professional role?
6. Can you tell me about the journey that led you to be an educator in an urban school?
7. How is mindfulness supported by the culture of your school?
8. What challenges have you encountered as you seek to bring mindfulness into your
teaching life?
9. Is there anything else that you were hoping I would ask you about?
10. Go over the protocol for the photo-narrative inquiry with each participant. Ask if they have
any questions.

Second Interview: The focus of the second interview will be to engage participants in a
conversation about the photos and narrative reflections that they generate over the course of a
week in their teaching life. As such, I anticipate that most of my questions for the second
interview will be developed as I have the opportunity to examine the participant-generated
photos and narrative reflections. Beyond that, here are some questions that I will also plan to
ask.
1. What was this experience of the photo-narrative inquiry like for you?
2. What was challenging about this exercise?
3. What, if anything, surprised you about the photo-narrative inquiry?

